
Assessing stocking densities in turkey toms
When Karen Schwean-Lardner sat on a research committee 

to review current codes of practice for poultry production in 

Canada, she discovered the majority of available research 

on stocking density for turkeys was more than 15 years old. 

That knowledge gap provided the impetus for the University 

of Saskatchewan poultry researcher to investigate the  

impact of stocking density on turkey tom production.

Schwean-Lardner’s research focuses on environmental 

conditions in poultry production as an Associate Professor 

in the Department of Animal and Poultry Science. And she 

has access to a specially designed testing facility at the  

university to accurately evaluate the impact of environmental 

conditions – including stocking density – on birds.

Measuring the impact on performance, 
health and behaviour
In 2016, Schwean-Lardner began a two-year project to 

provide current information that could be used in future 

industry guidelines for the turkeys. “Our goal was to look 

at the performance, health and behaviour to get a more 

well-rounded picture of how different stocking densities 

impact birds,” says Schwean-Lardner.

Stocking density in any flock can influence economic return 

for producers based on the impact on bird performance 

and welfare. Much of the information available before 

Schwean-Lardner started her research didn’t factor in the 

impact of air and litter quality.  

Using turkey toms, Schwean-Lardner and her MSc student 

Kailyn Beaulac ran two separate experiments, each one 

with two large rooms per density and followed them for  

16 weeks. Birds were housed in large rooms to compare  

four stocking densities – 30, 40, 50 and 60 kg/m2. The existing 

Canadian Code of Practice has a maximum stocking  

density set at 55 kg/m2.

There were several consistent factors within different stocking 

densities. All birds had equal access to water and feed 

based on space per bird. Air quality was monitored to  

ensure consistency. “Special attention was given in all 

stocking densities to the quality of litter, keeping it dry to 

remove the possibility of wet, dirty litter when evaluating 

stocking densities,” says Beaulac, whose work on the  

research was part of her MSc thesis. 

Three main parameters were evaluated on the growing 

toms – performance, health and welfare. Bird performance 

was evaluated every four weeks and included weight gain 

and feed efficiency measures. Health and welfare were  

assessed at weeks 12 and 16 based on foot pad lesions, 

gait, feather condition, cleanliness and stress. And behaviour 

measures included activity level of birds – walking, running, 

resting, preening – as well as observing aggression.

Overall, high stocking density has  
a negative impact on performance, 

health and welfare. Low stocking 
density also had negative effects  
on bird wellbeing. And moderate 

densities are most suitable to  
commercial turkey operations.
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Kailyn Beaulac’s work on the stocking density research was part 
of her MSc thesis at the University of Saskatchewan.
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A balancing act
Not surprisingly, higher stocking densities favour economics 

for producers, but what about the other factors?

As stocking densities increased, there weren’t a lot of 

positive implications for the birds. The turkey toms had more 

severe foot pad lesions, poorer feather conditions, poorer 

gait scores and more aggressive behaviour at higher  

densities. There was also poorer feed efficiency and lower 

overall final body weights at higher stocking densities. “We 

thought we would have higher mortality at higher stocking 

densities, but we didn’t see that,” says Schwean-Lardner.

As stocking densities decreased, birds were more active 

which led to more aggression. “We saw the highest level of 

aggressive pecking at the lowest stocking densities,” says 

Schwean-Lardner. “We didn’t expect that. The birds were 

more mobile and had more space to run around and pick 

on each other.” 

Some factors that didn’t appear to be impacted by  

higher stocking density – overall flock uniformity, stress and 

mortality. And litter management provided some interesting 

insights. “Even with our focus on litter quality, we had dirtier 

birds with poor feather quality in the higher stocking  

densities,” says Beaulac. “There clearly wasn’t enough room 

for birds to get out of the litter, despite how hard we worked 

to keep it clean. So if you aren’t focused on keeping litter 

as dry as possible, higher stocking densities are going to be 

a problem.”

Current code a good guideline
Based on her work, Schwean-Lardner believes the current 

codes of practice are in the right range. “I think we are in 

a good spot with the current Canadian stocking densities 

for turkey toms,” she says. “It’s important to remember that 

bird density has an impact on welfare, and we need to be 

aware of that when new discussions about stocking  

densities come up.” 

Current codes of practice for turkey toms in Canada 

have a maximum of 55 kg/m2. The moderate level in this 

study was 40-50 kg/m2. “If producers are following the 

current codes, they are in the right target area.” says 

Schwean-Lardner. 

There isn’t a timeline for updating current codes, but 

Schwean-Lardner’s work on turkey toms will automatically  

be included in any new literature reviews for updating 

codes of practice. And she’s continuing her work, replicating 

the turkey tom stocking density project on turkey hens,  

evaluating the same parameters of performance, health 

and behaviour up to 11 weeks of age. 

Schwean-Lardner’s research on stocking densities in turkey toms 
was funded by the Canadian Poultry Research Council, Agriculture 
and Agri-Food Canada, Aviagen Turkeys and Charison’s Hatchery. 
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As stocking densities increased, birds had more severe foot pad  
lesions, poorer feather condition, poorer gait scores and more  
aggressive behaviour.
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