Caged Housing Systems

For Laying Hens




Cage confinement on egg farms is the most widely addressed farmed
animal welfare issue in the world with thousands of corporate cage-free
commitments and dozens of cage-free laws adopted across the globe.
In Canada, however, neither federal nor provincial legislation proactively
establishes mandatory minimum standards of care for animals on farms.
Instead, codes of practice are developed by the National Farm Animal
Care Council (NFACC), a private, industry-dominated body that creates
non-binding Codes of Practice.

The Code of Practice for the Care of Handling of Pullets and Laying Hens
(the Layer Code) falls short of banning cage confinement and instead
permits transitions to non-cage or enriched cage systems by 2036. The
endorsement of caged housing systems, whether that be enriched
(also known as furnished cages) or conventional cages (often referred
to as battery cages), goes against global legislative trends, investor
expectations and corporate policies on cage-free egg sourcing, public

opinion, and animal welfare concerns.




Confinement Bans in Other Jurisdictions

The global trend is moving away from all forms of caged hen confinement. Due to welfare concerns
with all forms of caged housing systems, many countries and U.S. states have made it illegal, and there
are numerous countries and states that have banned the sale of caged eggs altogether. In 2023, the
European Food Safety Authority also strongly came out against the use of cage confinement.?

According to industry reports from 2024, the percentage of cage-free production
is 78.6% in the United Kingdom?, 62% in the European Union*, 38.7% in the United
Statess, and only 19.8% in Canadas.

As of May 2025, the ratio of caged to cage-free laying hens increased to 55/45 in the United States, where
11 states have banned or are in the process of phasing out the use of conventional cages, and some of
them include furnished cages as well. There is little to no enriched cage egg market in the United States.
Several European countries, including Switzerland, Austria, and Luxembourg have all banned the use of
furnished cages, while others, including Germany and the Czech Republic are phasing out the practice.

Investor Expectations and Corporate Commitments

The business case for cage-free systems is robust and growing, driven by corporate commitments and
investor recognition of animal welfare as a significant investment concern. For instance, the two most
prominent global Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) frameworks used by food companies, the
Sustainable Accounting Standards Board (SASB) and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), both include
species-specific animal welfare metrics in their standards. As a result, the disclosure of cage use within
investor reports is now a common requirement under these frameworks due to the associated business risk.

To date, over 2,600 cage-free policies have been adopted globally by major food
companies. Aremarkable 92% of those with deadlines of 2024 or prior have already
fulfilled their commitments.

Over 130 companies in Canada have adopted cage-free policies, including major companies such as
Nestlé, Sodexo, and Compass, all of whom are nearing the fulfillment of their cage-free policies. Five
of the top ten highest-grossing restaurants in Canada—Boston Pizza, Starbucks, McDonalds, Recipe
Unlimited, and most recently, A&W—are now 100% cage-free.

While progress is being made, other global companies are falling behind in Canada. Costco, for example,
has gone 100% cage-free in the UK, Europe, and Mexico, 92% in the U.S., and 56% in Australia. In Canada,
however, Costco trails behind at only 23% cage-free. Similarly, Kraft Heinz’s latest Canadian reporting of
2% cage-free showed a significant lag behind its 77% in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa, 70% in the
U.S., 40% in Asia Pacific, and 25% in Latin America.




Leading Companies Committed to Cage-Free in Canada

Over 130 companies in Canada have adopted cage-free policies, including major companies.
Nestlé, Sodexo, and Compass are nearing the fulfillment of their cage-free policies."

Five of the top ten highest-grossing restaurants in Canada Boston Pizza, Starbucks, McDonalds,
Recipe Unlimited, and most recently, A&GW—are now 100% cage-free.

1410

While progress is being made, other global companies are falling behind in Canada. Costco,
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Rising Public Support for Cage-Free

Canadian public opinion strongly favours cage-free
systems and disapproves of the current system. Recent
polling consistently shows strong Canadian support for
ending cage confinement.

For example, 70% of Canadians find
enriched cages unacceptable, 80%
support a national ban on cage
confinement, and 80% are disappointed
that Canada confines a higher
percentage of hens in cages than the
United States."”

Further, the polls show that there is a consumer
preference for cage-free eggs, with 80% of Canadians
believing that grocery stores should commit to banning
cages and indicating that they are more likely to
purchase from companies who do. 60% of consumers
are also willing to pay more for cage-free eggs, with
only 10% of consumers ruling this out. Consumers have
also expressed a desire for transparency, with more
than 90% of Ontarians believing that oversight and
transparency concerning farmed animal conditions
are important.”?




Human Health and Food Safety Concerns

Life in a crowded cage makes hens more vulnerable to
the rapid spread of disease. Stress, restricted movement,
and lack of opportunities for natural hygiene increase
the risk. Salmonella, and more recently, Avian Influenza,
pose serious risks to human health through the handling
or consumption of contaminated eggs. For example,
research conducted by the European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) found that Salmonella Enteritidis was

and high stocking densities raise contamination risk
due to the increase of volume in feces and dust and the
facilitation of the spread of infections. *'¢"7® Cage-free
systems, with the proper use of nest boxes, can improve
egg cleanliness™, reducing the number of floor eggs
and improving egg hygiene.?®

This evidence suggests that cage-free egg production
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Animal Welfare Concerns

Cage systems, whether conventional or enriched, severely limit the behavioural freedom of laying hens. Within
these systems, hens are unable to express natural behaviours that are essential for their well-being, such as
nesting, foraging, perching, scratching, wing flapping, and dustbathing (among others). The Global Coalition
for Animal Welfare (GCAW), an industry-led working group, explicitly states that “cage systems for laying hens...
severely restrict behavioural freedom and prevent hens from expressing highly motivated behaviours”.

Furnished cages are barely distinguishable from conventional cages, still forcing hens to live in filthy, crowded
conditions, deprived of the ability fo engage in their natural behaviours, where they suffer from physical and
psychological distress. In conventional cages, hens have less space than the size of a sheet of printer paper.?? In
enriched cages, the space is increased marginally to the size of a legal sheet of paper 2. While there are some
additional features (such as a solid pad for some scratching), these cages still provide hens with insufficient
space, a competition between birds for the resources that are available, and an inability to express their innate
behaviours? %, including perching and roosting, dustbathing and foraging, nesting, and exploration. Cage-
systems severely restrict movement and exercise, entirely preventing hens from running, jumping, flying, and
wing-flapping.?

This confinement leads to ilinesses and injuries such as osteoporosis? and bone disorders, bone fractures resulting
from brittle bones, and foot disorders such as toe pad hyperkeratosis?, painful lesions, and bumblefoot caused
by standing on wire flooring. Caged hens often experience frustration and boredom due to overcrowding and
restricted natural behaviours. This frequently results in abnormal, harmful behaviours, including feather pecking
and cannibalism. Additionally, these hens are often more fearful because their confinement prevents them from
escaping or hiding from other birds or barn staff, which is a fundamental aspect of a prey animal’s welfare.?®



As a result of the physical and psychological distress caused by caged systems, The Welfare Footprint Project

found that hens in furnished cages endured 5,475 more hours of pain in their lifetimes than those in cage-free
aviaries.?® Additional research indicates that cage-free hens suffer significantly less pain than those in cages,
with studies showing a 63% reduction in disabling pain, a 57% reduction in hurtful pain, and a 70% reduction in
annoying pain®. Further, a 2021 meta-analysis demonstrated that with increasing experience in indoor cage-
free systems, hen mortality rates decrease by 0.4% to 0.6% annually, or 4% to 6% over a decade.?? This suggests
that with well-managed cage-free systems, there is a lower mortality rate and a higher overall ceiling for
improved welfare.

Despite their names, “enriched” cages are still cages, and therefore sfill insufficient, as they do not meet the
complex welfare needs of chickens. They offer only slightly more space than conventional cages and still subject
birds to a life of confinement and distress. Experts like Professor Emeritus lan Duncan from the University of
Guelph, who had initial hopes for enriched cages to solve a variety of welfare issues, states that these cages
“really don’t live up to that expectation”?* Research shows that only a cage-free system can provide hens with
the ability to express their natural behaviours and provide a better quality of life.3*

Investigations, including undercover exposés have raised, and continue to raise, public awareness about these
welfare issues and the conditions that hens living in caged systems are forced to endure.®®

Failure of Enriched Cage Transitions

The failure of enriched cage transitions in other jurisdictions offers a crucial lesson to Canada’s industry and
its ongoing support of cage confinement. The European Union, for instance, spent billions trying to implement
enriched cages as a middle ground for egg production to balance chicken welfare and production cost.*® Yet,
their assumption that consumers would accept these systems proved wrong; the public continued to see them
as cages and preferred eggs from barn or free-range environments. This costly misstep ultimately illustrates
that regulations failing fo consider public opinion and consumer preferences are likely to fail.

Similarly, when faced with corporate cage-free commitments and cage-free state legislation, the U.S. egg
industry initially sought national standards allowing enriched cages, similar to the creation of the current layer
code in Canada. But, this ultimately failed, as public demand for cage-free eggs prevailed, and the industry
had no other choice but to start listening to its customers.*”
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Conclusion

The shift to cage-free egg production is not merely an ethical imperative but
a clear market trend driven by consumer demand, investor expectations,
and global legislative action. While Canada’s egg industry appears
resistant, the experiences of other jurisdictions demonstrate that a
successful and economically viable transition to cage-free housing
systems is achievable. Continuing to invest in or defend any form of
caged system puts Canadian egg producers and trade groups at odds
with global progress, corporate responsibility commitments, consumer
values, and ultimately, the future of the egg industry.



Endnotes | Sources

1. See Section 2.5 of the Code of Practice for the Care and
Handling of Pullets and Laying Hens (The Layer Code): https:/

www.nf / ltry-| rs- -of-practice#section2

2. European Food Safety Authority (2023). Welfare of
laying hens on farms. EFSA Panel on Animal Health and

Animal Welfare. https:/efsa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
full/10.2903/j.efsa.2023.7789

3. Department of Environment, Food & Rural Affairs. (2025).
Quarterly UK statistics about eggs - statistics notice (data

to Q1 2025). hitps://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/
egg-statistics/quarterly-uk-statistics-about-eggs-statistics-
ng’rigg—dgfg—fg—q1—2Q25

4. European Commission. (2025). Eggs dashboard. https:/

ricultur r / ment/downl / fo0842-
_ _ _ 2fi - _

dashboard _en.pdf

5. United Egg Producers. (2025). Facts & Stats. https:/

nit m/facts-stats/

6. Egg Farmers of Canada. (2025). Annual Report
2024. https://www.eggfarmers.ca/wp-content/

Annual-Report-2024.pdf

7. SASB Standards. (2025). https:/sasb.ifrs.org/

8. Global Reporting Initiative. (2025). https:/www.
globalreporting.org/

9. Open Wing Alliance. (2024). OWA cage-free egg fulfillment
report. https://downl ts.net/wwlie0z745y7/3SwZ
Z35xGnAF|zbLNER7DW/537 4d7ed?2 182a787

a8a/25-owa-cage-free-egg-fulfillment-report-final-v2.pdf

10. GCAW members publish progress against global cage-free

egg commitments. (2025). https:/www.gc-animalwelfare.
org/2020/05/15/cage-free-egg-commitments/

11. Bryant Research. (2023). Canadians support an end to cage
confinement for egg-laying hens. https:/bryantr

co.uk/insight-items/end-cage-confinement/

12. Last Chance for Animals. (2020). https:/www.

campaignresearch.com/single-post/last-chance-for-
animals-study

13. The Poultry Site. (2019). Why cage-free? And why now?

https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/why-cage-free-
and-why-now

14. The Poultry Site. (2019). Why cage-free? And why now?

https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/why-cage-free-
and-why-now

15. Snow, L. C. et al. (2010). Investigation of risk factors for
Salmonella on commercial egg-laying farms in Great Britain,
2004- 2005. Veterinary Record, 166, 579-586.

16. Denagamage, T., Jayarao, B., Patterson, P., Wallner-
Pendleton, E. & Kariyawasam, S. (2015). Risk Factors
Associated With Salmonella in Laying Hen Farms: Systematic
Review of Observational Studies. Avian Diseases, 59, 291-302.

17. Carrique-Mas, J. J. et al. (2009). Persistence and clearance
of different Salmonella serovars in buildings housing laying
hens. Epidemiology & Infection, 137, 837-846.

18. Gast, R. K., Guraya, R., Jones, D. R, Anderson, K. E. &
Karcher, D. M. (2016). Colonization of internal organs by
Salmonella Enteritidis in experimentally infected laying
hens housed in enriched colony cages at different stocking
densities. Poultry Science, 95, 1363-1369.

19. Jones, D. R. et al. (2015). Microbiological impact of three
commercial laying hen housing systems. Poultry Science,
94, 544-551.

20. Compassion in World Farming (2024). Laying hens:
The business case for a cage-free transition. https:/www.

ioninfood] media/7460178/] B
hens-business-case-for-a-cage-free-transition-2024.pdf
21. GCAW members publish progress against global cage-free

egg commitments. (2025). https:/www.gc-animalwelfare.
org/2020/05/15/cage-free-egg-commitments/

22. Compassion in World Farming. (2025). Farmed Animals:

Welfare issues for egg-laying hens. hitps:/www.ciwf.com/
farmed-animals/chickens/egg-laying-hens/welfare-issues/

23. BCSPCA. (2022). The truth about enriched cages. https:/
/news/truth- t-enriched- /


https://www.nfacc.ca/poultry-layers-code-of-practice#section2
https://www.nfacc.ca/poultry-layers-code-of-practice#section2
https://efsa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.2903/j.efsa.2023.7789
https://efsa.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.2903/j.efsa.2023.7789
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/egg-statistics/quarterly-uk-statistics-about-eggs-statistic
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/egg-statistics/quarterly-uk-statistics-about-eggs-statistic
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/egg-statistics/quarterly-uk-statistics-about-eggs-statistic
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/document/download/9bdf9842-1eb6-41a2-8845-49738b812b2b_en?filename=eggs-dashboard_en.pdf 
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/document/download/9bdf9842-1eb6-41a2-8845-49738b812b2b_en?filename=eggs-dashboard_en.pdf 
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/document/download/9bdf9842-1eb6-41a2-8845-49738b812b2b_en?filename=eggs-dashboard_en.pdf 
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/document/download/9bdf9842-1eb6-41a2-8845-49738b812b2b_en?filename=eggs-dashboard_en.pdf 
https://unitedegg.com/facts-stats/  
https://unitedegg.com/facts-stats/  
https://www.eggfarmers.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/2025-03-19_Egg-Farmers-of-Canada_Annual-Report-
https://www.eggfarmers.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/2025-03-19_Egg-Farmers-of-Canada_Annual-Report-
https://www.eggfarmers.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/2025-03-19_Egg-Farmers-of-Canada_Annual-Report-
https://sasb.ifrs.org/
https://www.globalreporting.org/ 
https://www.globalreporting.org/ 
https://downloads.ctfassets.net/ww1ie0z745y7/3SwZZ35xGnAFJzbLNER7DW/537b8c84d7ed2cb6ec55182a787dda8a/25-owa-cage-free-egg-fulfillment-report-final-v2.pdf  
https://downloads.ctfassets.net/ww1ie0z745y7/3SwZZ35xGnAFJzbLNER7DW/537b8c84d7ed2cb6ec55182a787dda8a/25-owa-cage-free-egg-fulfillment-report-final-v2.pdf  
https://downloads.ctfassets.net/ww1ie0z745y7/3SwZZ35xGnAFJzbLNER7DW/537b8c84d7ed2cb6ec55182a787dda8a/25-owa-cage-free-egg-fulfillment-report-final-v2.pdf  
https://www.gc-animalwelfare.org/2020/05/15/cage-free-egg-commitments/ 
https://www.gc-animalwelfare.org/2020/05/15/cage-free-egg-commitments/ 
https://bryantresearch.co.uk/insight-items/end-cage-confinement/ 
https://bryantresearch.co.uk/insight-items/end-cage-confinement/ 
https://www.campaignresearch.com/single-post/last-chance-for-animals-study 
https://www.campaignresearch.com/single-post/last-chance-for-animals-study 
https://www.campaignresearch.com/single-post/last-chance-for-animals-study 
https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/why-cage-free-and-why-now 
https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/why-cage-free-and-why-now 
https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/why-cage-free-and-why-now 
https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/why-cage-free-and-why-now 
https://www.compassioninfoodbusiness.com/media/7460178/laying-hens-business-case-for-a-cage-free-tra
https://www.compassioninfoodbusiness.com/media/7460178/laying-hens-business-case-for-a-cage-free-tra
https://www.compassioninfoodbusiness.com/media/7460178/laying-hens-business-case-for-a-cage-free-tra
https://www.gc-animalwelfare.org/2020/05/15/cage-free-egg-commitments/ 
https://www.gc-animalwelfare.org/2020/05/15/cage-free-egg-commitments/ 
https://www.ciwf.com/farmed-animals/chickens/egg-laying-hens/welfare-issues/
https://www.ciwf.com/farmed-animals/chickens/egg-laying-hens/welfare-issues/
https://spca.bc.ca/news/truth-about-enriched-cages/
https://spca.bc.ca/news/truth-about-enriched-cages/

Endnotes | Sources

24. Rodenberg, T.B., Tuyttens, F.,, de Reu, K., Herman, L.,
Zoons, J., & Sonck, B. (2008) Welfare assessment of laying
hens in furnished cages and non-cage systems: an
on-farm comparison. Animal Welfare, 17(4), 363-373. http:/
lan wWw nnld.library.ingent nnect.com/content/

ufaw/aw/2008/00000017/00000004/art00005

25. Platz, S., Heyn, E., Hergt, F., Weig|, B., and Erhard, M,
(2009). Comparative study on the behaviour, health and
productivity of laying hens in a furnished cage and an aviary
system. Berl Munch Tierarztl Wochenschr, 122(7/8), 235-40.

26. Compassion in World Farming. (2024). Position note:
Enriched cages do not meet the welfare needs of laying

hens. https:/www.ciwf.com/media/7456742/ciwf-position-
note-on-enriched- -2024.pdf

27. Shields, S., & Duncan, I. (2009). A comparison of the welfare
of hens in battery cages and alternative systems. Impacts on
Farm Animals, 18. https:/www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.
org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1014&context=hsus_reps

im t n_animal

28. Weitzenburger, D, Vits, A., Hamann, H., Hewicker-Trautwein,
M., & Distl, O. (2006). Macroscopic and histopathological
alterations of foot pads of laying hens kept in small group
housing systems and furnished cages. British Poultry Science,

47(5), 533-543. https://doi.org/10.1080/00071660600963099

29. Humane Society International. (2024). Welfare issues
with furnished cages for egg-laying hens.

30. The Welfare Footprint Institute. (nd). The welfare of laying
hens. https:/welfarefootprint.org/laying-hens/

31. Ritchie, H. (2023). Do better cages or cage-free
environments really improve the lives of hens?” Published

online at Our World In Data. htt rworldin

do-better-cages-or-cage-free-environments-really-
improve-the-lives-of-hens

32. Schuck-Paim, C., Negro-Calduch, E., & Alonso, W. (2021).
Laying hen mortality in different indoor housing systems: a
meta-analysis of data from commercial farms in 16 countries.

Scientific Reports, 11 b’r’rgs://doi.orgﬁO.1038/s41598—021;|

33. Compassion in World Farming. (2020). End the cage age:
Why the EU must stop caging farm animals.

Eurogarl.euroga.eu/cmsdqfc/231961/%27End%20fhe%2§

34. Nicol, CJ., Bouwsema, J., Caplen, G., Davies, A.C,,
Hockenhull, J., Lambton, S.L., Mullan, S. & Weeks, C.A.
(2017). Farmed bird welfare science review. Melbourne:
Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and
ta/ ts/pdf

Resources.

tps://aagriculture.vi v.au/

35. Animal Justice. (2024). Caged cruelty: Hidden-camera
footage shows hens suffering in egg farm cages.
.ca/ex /hens-suffer-in- #h-view

nimaljusti

36. The Poultry Site. (2021). A closer look at the cage-free

revolution. hitps://www.thepoulirysite.com/arficles/a-closer
ook-at-the-cage-free-revolution

37. McFetridge, S. (2022, February 11). Why cage-free eggs
becoming norm: It’s what people want. AP News.
news.com/article/business-iowa-des-moines-animal

onimal-welfare-1a611490e5af70a9b9d7b9f8b903bb6



http://landbouwwagennld.library.ingentaconnect.com/content/ufaw/aw/2008/00000017/00000004/art00005 
http://landbouwwagennld.library.ingentaconnect.com/content/ufaw/aw/2008/00000017/00000004/art00005 
http://landbouwwagennld.library.ingentaconnect.com/content/ufaw/aw/2008/00000017/00000004/art00005 
https://www.ciwf.com/media/7456742/ciwf-position-note-on-enriched-cages-2024.pdf 
https://www.ciwf.com/media/7456742/ciwf-position-note-on-enriched-cages-2024.pdf 
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1014&context=hsus_reps_im
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1014&context=hsus_reps_im
https://www.wellbeingintlstudiesrepository.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1014&context=hsus_reps_im
https://doi.org/10.1080/00071660600963099 
 https://welfarefootprint.org/laying-hens/ 
https://ourworldindata.org/do-better-cages-or-cage-free-environments-really-improve-the-lives-of-hen
https://ourworldindata.org/do-better-cages-or-cage-free-environments-really-improve-the-lives-of-hen
https://ourworldindata.org/do-better-cages-or-cage-free-environments-really-improve-the-lives-of-hen
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-81868-3 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-81868-3 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/231961/%27End%20the%20Cage%20Age%27%20report,%20October%20202
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/231961/%27End%20the%20Cage%20Age%27%20report,%20October%20202
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/231961/%27End%20the%20Cage%20Age%27%20report,%20October%20202
https://agriculture.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/529829/Farmed-Bird-Welfare-Science-Review
https://agriculture.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/529829/Farmed-Bird-Welfare-Science-Review
https://animaljustice.ca/exposes/hens-suffer-in-cages#h-view-the-expose 
https://animaljustice.ca/exposes/hens-suffer-in-cages#h-view-the-expose 
https://animaljustice.ca/exposes/hens-suffer-in-cages#h-view-the-expose 
https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/a-closer-look-at-the-cage-free-revolution 
https://www.thepoultrysite.com/articles/a-closer-look-at-the-cage-free-revolution 
https://apnews.com/article/business-iowa-des-moines-animals-animal-welfare-1a611490e5af70a9b9d7b9f8b
https://apnews.com/article/business-iowa-des-moines-animals-animal-welfare-1a611490e5af70a9b9d7b9f8b
https://apnews.com/article/business-iowa-des-moines-animals-animal-welfare-1a611490e5af70a9b9d7b9f8b

