
May 2, 2014 

 

Dr. P. Gary Egrie 

Farm Animal Welfare Coordinator 

USDA, APHIS, Veterinary Services 

4700 River Road, Unit 46 

Riverdale, MD 20737 

E-mail: Paul.G.Egrie@aphis.usda.gov 

 

VIA E-MAIL ONLY 

 

Dear Dr. Egrie: 

 

The AVMA appreciates the opportunity to review changes made to four chapters within the 

Terrestrial Animal Health Code. We understand that these changes have been forward by the 

Terrestrial Animal Health Standards Commission for potential adoption during the upcoming 

World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) General Assembly later this month.  

 

We do have some concerns regarding the changes to the first chapter provided for review and 

again, thank you for the opportunity to share these concerns with USDA/APHIS/VS.  

 

Regarding Chapter 7.10—Animal welfare and broiler chicken production systems:  

 Article 7.10.3, Criteria or measurables for the welfare of broilers. We note the following 

added statement: “The welfare of broilers should be assessed using outcome-based 

measurables.” The AVMA fully supports the use of outcome-based measures for 

assessment of animal welfare. That said, we would hope that such a statement would not 

preclude taking action based on engineering-based risks to the birds that have yet to affect 

their welfare (e.g., jagged edges on enclosures or equipment that could, but have not yet, 

caus[ed] injury). 

 Article 7.10.3, Item 8 Performance, Subsection b, Feed Conversion. Although not in 

highlighted text, we believe clarification is needed to the text defining feed conversion as 

the “weight of feed required to produce one kg of broiler bodyweight.”  Feed conversion 

can be expressed as pound of feed to pound of gain or kg of feed to kg of gain. As such, 

we believe “kg” needs to be added to the above text as follows: “weight (kg) of feed 

required to produce one kg of broiler bodyweight.”  

o Within that same article, item and subsection: We note the addition of “or lower” 

to the following sentence: “Higher or lower values than expected may indicate 

welfare problems.” Several poultry veterinarians expressed concern to the AVMA 

regarding this sentence in general. This concern was supported by detailed 

information explaining how feed conversion rates for broilers can be related to 

many factors, including nutritional profile, environmental (temperature) 

fluctuations, breed, end body weight goal for the flock, and health status of the 

flock. Because there are so many variables that may impact feed conversion 

ratios, the poultry veterinarians commenting reasonably and appropriately stated 

that assuming that changes automatically reflect a welfare issue is problematic. 

Accordingly, they recommended that this entire sentence be deleted. However, the 

AVMA recognizes that reasons for any changes that the USDA might suggest to 

language at this late date prior to adoption of a chapter must be compelling. After 

careful consideration of all comments received, the AVMA believes the sentence 

indicated above “Higher or lower values than expected may indicate welfare
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problems” (italic emphasis added) uses a baseline of ‘as expected.’ Further, we interpret ‘as expected’ 

to accommodate consideration for minor or well understood differences in feed conversion based on 

the variables already mentioned. We believe that significant changes in feed conversion should (and 

normally will be) investigated.  

o Some AVMA member veterinarians also expressed concern regarding the addition of ‘or lower’ to 

the above noted sentence. Comments were made in support of those concerns suggesting that, 

because a lower value for feed conversion generally relates to improved performance (i.e., a lower 

value of the feed conversion ratio indicates that the flock is more efficient in converting feed to body 

weight), a lower value for feed conversion is inconsistent with the existence of a welfare problem. 

Accordingly it was recommended that ‘or lower’ be deleted from this sentence. Other members, 

however, pointed out that while improvements in performance (e.g., lower value for feed conversion 

ration) are frequently related to improved animal welfare, that is not always the case. Accordingly, 

these member veterinarians indicated that the addition of ‘or lower’ may be appropriate for the 

following reasons. Higher production performance and feed conversion efficiency have made today’s 

broilers more susceptible to heat stress. Feed restriction, together with early heat conditioning and 

supplementation of micronutrients, is a strategy that has been utilized to reduce such stress.  An 

example from the literature was identified in which feed conversion and survivability were improved 

in broilers under heat stress by restricting feed. Improved feed conversion and survivability are often 

interpreted as indicators of positive welfare. Heat stress and feed restriction, however, are viewed as 

having the potential for negative welfare impacts on birds. So, it appears that it may be possible to 

have a lower feed conversion ratio in the presence of impacts on welfare, one of which is 

intentionally induced in an effort to combat the other.  Again, what appears to be of operative 

importance is how the above noted sentence is interpreted and applied. Our take-home message was 

that this statement is to be interpreted and applied as “unexpected deviations in feed conversion 

should be investigated as potential welfare problems,” which seems appropriate in the context of an 

OIE animal welfare chapter. It is true that although good performance is an indicator of good animal 

welfare, good performance is not directly equivalent to good welfare. Given some disagreement 

among AVMA member veterinarians as to what the above noted sentence in this OIE Code chapter 

means, our suggestion would be to inquire with the OIE as to the basis for the recommendation for 

adding “or lower” to this statement.  

 Article 7.10.3, Item 9. Injury rate. Contact dermatitis was added as an example of skin injuries related to 

environmental factors. However, the AVMA notes that there is a separate item within this article relating 

specifically to the scoring of contact dermatitis (Article 7.10.3, Item 3) as one of several useful outcome-

based criteria and measurables to indicate broiler welfare. It also appears from the existing text that this item 

(Item 9) is intended to focus on injuries related to housing environment (e.g., equipment, maintenance), bird-

bird interactions that may indicate management concerns (e.g., feeder space, feed provision), and human 

interaction with birds (e.g., catching). The injuries already listed in the last sentence (i.e., scratches, feather 

loss or wounding; skin lesions) reflect this focus and are not related to contact dermatitis. We accordingly 

recommend that the added example of contact dermatitis be deleted from Item 9.  

 

As always, we appreciate the opportunity to provide input. Should you have questions or require additional 

information about our comments, please do not hesitate to contact Dr. Gail Golab, Director, Animal Welfare 

Division (ggolab@avma.org; 800-248-2862, ext 6618) or Dr. Beth Sabin, Associate Director, International and 

Diversity Initiatives (esabin@avma.org; ext 6711). 

 

Sincerely, 

 
W. Ron DeHaven DVM, MBA 

Executive Vice President, CEO 
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