
 

Poultry 
 

 
The fact that people in modern Britain eat a lot of chicken – whether in 
sandwiches, ready meals or curries – may seem unremarkable. But the fact is 
that our casual consumption of chicken is the result of a revolution in farming, 
technology, distribution, packaging, agriculture and refrigeration. 
 
The origins of intensive chicken farming 
 
Until the 1950s, chickens were mostly kept for their eggs. The chickens killed for 
meat were either those too old to lay or those fattened for a special occasion. 
Following the example of America, the first intensive poultry production shed 
(what we now know as a battery farm) was built in the UK in 1953. The birds 
bred for meat were raised inside large sheds and fed a special diet designed to 
make them grow as large, and as quickly, as possible. As the number of 
intensive farms grew, the price of poultry fell – as a result, more and more 
chicken was sold.  
 
UK loves chicken 
 
Today, chicken is the most popular meat in the UK, representing about a third of 
all meat eaten. Approximately 900 million chickens are slaughtered in the UK 
each year, and the average household spends around 4.8% of its entire budget 
for food and drink on poultry. People in the UK spend over £2.75billion on 
chicken. Chicken is probably the defining example of the industrialisation of 
food production with only a few producers supplying the market and using 
highly mechanised production systems. 
 
Dangers 
 
The intensive farming of chicken is also related to developments in processing, 
refrigeration and packaging. Automated slaughtering and processing equipment 
has helped to keep production labour costs to a minimum. Refrigeration for 
lorries, in warehouses and in shops has helped increase the availability of ‘fresh’ 
not ‘frozen’ chicken products. Special packaging has allowed processed poultry 
to be transported safely, preventing meat fluids from contaminating other goods 
in a customer’s shopping bag. 
 
Many are critical of these modern farming methods. There are increasing 
concerns about animal welfare, environmental damage and public health - most 
recently with the threatened risk of a bird flu epidemic. In future years it’s likely 
that the UK poultry industry will be subject to increased scrutiny.  
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