CAN EGG PRODUCERS AFFORD TO NOT BEAK TRIM THEIR FLOCKS?
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ABSTRACT

A commercial flock of Hyline W-36 White Leghorns was studied to determine
the economic effects of not trimming beaks compared to the typical practice of beak
trimming at 7 weeks. A total of 71,040 birds were used for the laying segment of
this experiment. Sixteen week-old pullets were housed in 32 rows of a fully
automated commercial farm. Sixteen replicates of 2220 beak trimmed birds were
compared with a similar number of non-trimmed birds. Records were maintained for
40 weeks from 18 to 58 weeks of age.

Hen-day egg production, hen-housed eggs, total mortality, average egg weight,
total egg mass, and daily feed intake were all significantly affected by the treatments
(P=<.001). Total egg income minus feed cost per hen housed was practically
identical ($3.99 for the beak trimmed birds vs. $4.00 for the non-trimmed birds) at
58 weeks. Projection of results to 78 weeks resulted in a $.24 advantage for the
beak trimmed birds.

INTRODUCTION

The majority of egg producers in the U.S. practice beak trimming in order to
control cannibalism in their flocks. Numerous experiments have studied different
trimming procedures, the age at which the flock is trimmed relative to attaining the
highest subsequent performance, and the details of trimming which include blade
temperatures, cauterization times, and the amount of beak to remove. Most of the
research, where non-trimmed controls were used for comparison, demonstrate a
reduction in mortality as a result of trimming. Other experiments show variable
trimming effects on body weight, age at sexual maturity, egg weight, egg production
and feed consumption. Few of the researchers studied results over the normal
productive life of their flocks and none of the published reports analyzed the net
economic effects of the procedures studied. The purpose of the current experiment
was to measure the efficacy of not trimming the beaks of a low mortality strain of
White Leghorns in a practical commercial environment.



MATERIALS AND METHODS

Seventy-five thousand Hyline W-36 replacement pullets were reared in an
environmentally controlled commercial brood-grow cage house from one day of age
to 16 weeks. At 7 weeks of age, approximately one-half were beak trimmed by an
experienced service crew. Alternating rows were used for the non-trimmed half. The
method of trimming resulted in the top beak extending 4 mm from the external nares
and the bottom beak to be 1 mm longer. The flock was moved to an environmentally
controlled 90,000 bird lay house equipped with five back to back (4 tiers) rows. The
test birds were placed in 8 rows with the outside rows excluded from the experiment.
A double Latin Square design was used with sixteen 2220 bird replicates for each of
the two treatments.

Daily records were kept for eggs and mortality for ten 4-week periods. Egg
weights, individual bird weights and feed consumption were sampled on one day at
the mid-point of each period. Eggs were counted by electronic counters. Feed, egg,
and body weights were measured from a representative location within each row.
Feed measurements utilized an inserted feed trough over the regular mechanical
feeder. This measured the 24 hour feed consumption of 36 hens.

Data was summarized every 28 days and statistically analyzed at the conclusion
of the experiment (ANOVA). Egg weights were converted to egg value using
standardized prices (55¢ per dozen for large eggs) for each size category and normal
distribution of individual egg weights within the sampled case weights. All feed was
charged at the rate of 16.5 cents per kg.

RESULTS

The traditional reason for beak trimming a flock is to lower the incidence of
cannibalism. The results of a beak trimming experiment is, therefore, strongly
affected by the strain of birds used - some strains exhibiting very little cannibalistic
tendencies while others are very prone to this vice. The Hyline W-36 is known for its
very low rate of mortality and in this experiment averaged only .10% per week. Even
though, the non-trimmed birds exhibited a total almost 40% higher than the trimmed
birds (4.73% vs 3.39%)(P = <.001).

Egg production during the first 8 weeks was significantly higher in the non-
trimmed birds, during the middle periods egg production was practically identical, but
during the last 8 weeks, the trimmed birds laid at a higher rate. Overall, the non-
trimmed birds laid at a 2% higher rate and produced 4.2 more eggs per hen housed
(P=<.001). Egg size and total egg mass favored the non-trimmed birds (P = <.001).
Egg weight averaged 58.9 grams per egg for the trimmed treatment compared to 59.7
grams per egg for the non-trimmed treatment. Average egg value did not differ
between trimmed and untrimmed groups even though a significant difference in
average egg weight was observed. Egg weights favored the non-trimmed birds during
all periods but one.



Body weight was significantly lower in the beak trimmed birds. At the start of
the experiment, this difference was 139 grams. At 58 weeks of age, the difference
was 95 grams. A comparison of body weights against the breeder standard showed
much better agreement between the standard and the beak trimmed birds than for the
non-trimmed birds compared to the standard. In addition, a significantly greater flock
uniformity was seen in the beak trimmed birds. Every 4 weeks, 192 individual body
weights were taken for each treatment and uniformity (standard deviations) favored
the trimmed birds in every period.

As a result of reduced body weights and slightly lower egg mass, the beak
trimmed birds consumed significantly less feed than their untrimmed sisters. For the
40 weeks of the experiment, this amounted to a savings of 5.5% (P=<.001). An
analysis of expected feed consumption based upon differences in body weight and
egg mass accounted for 80% of the differences experienced (National Research
Council - 1994). It was concluded that feed wastage was not a significant
contributor to the differences in feed consumption experienced. '

The economic analysis applied to the results of this experiment reveal a $.16
egg income minus feed cost advantage for the non-trimmed treatment by the end of
period 3 as a result of its higher rate of egg production during the first 12 weeks of
lay. This accumulative advantage decreased in period 4 and by period 10, the
profitability of both treatments was essentially the same ($3.99 vs $4.00 for the
trimmed vs non-trimmed treatments respectively). During periods 9 and 10, the
trimmed birds actually experienced a 5¢ + profit per hen advantage for each 4-week
period. When this is projected to the remaining weeks of a normal 78 week cycle, the
beak trimmed flock would experience a $.24 per hen housed advantage over the non-
trimmed birds. It is not known whether such advantages would extend into later
cycles of production.

SUMMARY

Lifetime body weight can be affected by beak trimming methods during the
grow stages. This may result in a reduction of feed consumption, egg numbers, egg
weight and mortality. As a result of these combined changes, flock profitability may
also be affected. If feed savings are sufficiently high relative to other changes in
performance, flock profits may be significantly improved.

Extreme care must be taken when considering the "no trim" form of
management. Elimination of beak trimming may seem to be an attractive goal, but it
must be done with caution and careful consideration of all the consequences. The
mortality differences observed in this experiment, although highly significant, were
probably much less than would be expected with other beak trimming methods and/or
strains of chickens. Higher mortality in untrimmed flocks would increase the
economic benefit of beak trimming.
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