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Evolution of Chickens Raised for Meat

The broiler industry has evolved from millions of small backyard flocks, where meat was a by-product of
egg production, to less than 50 highly specialized, vertically integrated agribusiness firms.

A measure of the changing structure is the number and size of chicken hatcheries.  In 1934, there were
11,405 facilities which hatched all chickens in the U.S.  Those hatcheries had the capacity to incubate
276 million eggs at one time for an average capacity of 24,224 eggs.  In 2001, there were 323 chicken
hatcheries, with an incubator capacity of 862 million eggs, which includes inactive capacity (Chart 1). 
The average incubator capacity of those hatcheries is 2.7 million eggs.

"Broilers" are defined as chickens of meat-type strains raised specifically for meat production.  Chickens
raised for egg production or other uses are not included.  There are often over 170 million broiler chicks
placed on feed for meat production each week by the companies in 19 major states (Chart 2).  The
average weight per bird has increased dramatically, with consumer preference the limiting factor for
future increases.  U.S. broiler production in 1945 was 366 million broilers with an average live weight of
3.03 pounds.  In 2001, 8.4 billion broilers were produced with an average live weight of 5.06 pounds
(Chart 3). 

While broiler production has soared, the live weight price has not.  In 1948, the live weight price of
broilers was 36 cents per pound, compared to 39.3 cents in 2001 (Chart 4).  In recent years the price of
broilers has been a live weight equivalent price, based on wholesale prices of processed whole birds.  The
broiler companies are vertically integrated with contract growers, and therefore transactions of live
broilers are rare.

Broiler production compared to other meats has been dramatic.  In 1945, broiler production was
1.11 billion pounds live weight, compared with 19.52 billion pounds of cattle and calves, and 18.84 billion
pounds of hogs live weight.  In 2001, broiler production was 42.45 billion pounds, slightly higher than the
42.37 billion pounds of cattle and calves, and well ahead of the 25.94 billion pounds of hogs and pigs
(Chart 5).  The price of broilers has kept the growth in the value of production more subdued.  In 1945,
the value of broiler production was $327 million, compared to a gross income for cattle and calves of
$3.37 billion, and hogs of $2.64 billion.  In 2001, the value of production for broilers was $16.69 billion,
with $29.27 billion for cattle and calves, and $11.44 billion for hogs and pigs respectively (Chart 6).

In summary, as the broiler industry continues to consolidate, it also continues to expand production. 
Therefore, broilers will continue to be an abundant source of relatively inexpensive meat.

Note

This special release is available on the NASS website at http:/www.usda.gov/nass/.   
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The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs on the basis
of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or
family status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require alternative
means for communication of program information (braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact the
USDA’s TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten
Building, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C., 20250-9410, or call 202-720-5964 (voice or
TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

ACCESS TO REPORTS!!

For your convenience, there are several ways to obtain NASS reports, data products, and services:

INTERNET ACCESS

All NASS reports are available free of charge on the worldwide Internet.  For access, connect to the Internet and
go to the NASS Home Page at: http:/www.usda.gov/nass/.  Select “Today’s Reports” or Publications and then
Reports Calendar or Publications and then Search, by Title or Subject.

E-MAIL SUBSCRIPTION

All NASS reports are available by subscription free of charge direct to your e-mail address.  Starting with the
NASS Home Page at http:/www.usda.gov/nass/, click on Publications, then click on the Subscribe by E-mail
button which takes you to the page describing e-mail delivery of reports.  Finally, click on Go to the
Subscription Page and follow the instructions. 

AUTOFAX ACCESS

NASSFax service is available for some reports from your fax machine.  Please call 202-720-2000, using the
handset attached to your fax.  Respond to the voice prompts.  Document 0411 is a list of available reports.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
PRINTED REPORTS OR DATA PRODUCTS

CALL OUR TOLL-FREE ORDER DESK:   800-999-6779 (U.S. and Canada)
Other areas, please call 703-605-6220                FAX:  703-605-6900

(Visa, MasterCard, check, or money order acceptable for payment.) 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

ASSISTANCE

For assistance with general agricultural statistics or further information about NASS or its products or services,
contact the Agricultural Statistics Hotline at 800-727-9540, 7:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. ET, or e-mail:
nass@nass.usda.gov. 


