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Abstract 
 
Consumption of chicken meat in Australia has trended upwards since the establishment of the 
industry in the 1960s. Chicken is now the most consumed meat in Australia. This growth in demand 
can be attributed to a series of factors giving chicken a competitive advantage over beef, lamb and 
pork. This paper identifies the factors increasing consumption. They include adopting a vertically 
integrated approach, consistently low prices and development of the food service sector. Greater 
consumption has influenced the chicken meat value chain to adapt and change practices. The 
industry is aiming to improve productivity while maintaining animal welfare. Sectors within the 
industry affected by these changes are highlighted in this paper. These include the breeding sector, 
feed mills, contract and independent broiler farms, processing, food services and retailers.  
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Introduction 
 
The chicken meat industry in Australia has grown significantly since record keeping began in 1960. 
The Australian broiler population, just three million in the 1950s, exceeded 653 million in 2017 
(Australian Chicken Meat Federation, 2020a). Beef and lamb had previously dominated meat 
consumption and beef remained the most consumed meat until 2007 when chicken replaced it 
(Ranieri, 2019). The exponential growth in chicken population has matched the growing demand for 
high quality chicken both domestically and internationally, although Australian processors export 
just 4 per cent of production (Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions, 2017). New South Wales is 
the largest producing state (34.9 per cent) followed by Queensland (20.1 per cent) and Victoria (17.8 
per cent) (Australian Chicken Meat Federation, 2020a).  
 

How has Consumption Changed? 
 
Annual consumption of chicken meat has increased from 4.4 kg per person in 1960 to 44 kg per 
person in 2019 (Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions, 2017; Ranieri, 2020) (Figure 1). This 
makes it the most consumed meat in Australia, and pig meat (fresh and processed) takes second 
place at 22 kg per person. This is a significant change as beef was the dominant meat preference for 
over 40 years. The trend in chicken consumption seems set to continue, and demand is constantly 
encouraging production levels to rise. The chicken meat industry is experiencing the fastest growth 
in output of the four major meat types at 2.16 per cent per year (Mornement and Duver, 2020).  
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Figure 1. Trends in per capita consumption of beef, lamb, chicken and pork in Australia, 1960-2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What has Influenced the Change in Consumption? 
 
A number of major influences, including restructuring of the chicken meat industry, technological 
advances, and the developing retail and food service sector, have led to increased consumption.  
 
Restructuring of the chicken meat industry 
 
Prior to the 1960s, chicken farms were operated by family companies and backyard producers with a 
focus on egg-laying (Australian Chicken Meat Federation, 2020b). Meat sourced from spent laying 
hens and excess cockerels supplied an inconsistent value chain, and prices remained high due to 
inefficiency in production. Consumer access to chicken meat was limited and it commonly was found 
only at farms or small markets.  
 
The industry transformed when farms became large-scale and delivered a consistent supply of 
chicken meat in terms of quality and quantity. This occurred in the 1960s when chicken meat 
companies adopted the highly successful vertically integrated system from the United States 
(PoultryHub, 2020). In this system, processing companies own a majority of the production elements 
in the supply chain. This can include breeding farms, feed mills, hatcheries, growing-out farms and 
processing factories. Production rapidly increased with this system and the efficiency of the entire 
value chain improved.  
 
Vertical integration captures efficiencies through information sharing, close coordination of supply 
chain sectors and production costs (Hayenga et al., 2000). Information sharing and close 
coordination allow for the refinement of practices to match consumer preferences and demand 
(Bhuyan, 2002). It also provides the producer with the necessary data to improve and streamline 
production. The internalisation of vertical integration enables fiat to be the primary method of 
minor conflict resolution (Williamson, 1971). Thus, litigation between inter-organisational parties is 
minimised and conflicts are more efficiently resolved. 
 

Source: thecityjournal (2020) 
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Production contracting also became prevalent as the industry developed (James, Klein and Sykuta, 
2007). Contracts allowed farmers to secure payment and stabilise their income. Management 
decisions can therefore be made with more confidence and security. Financial lenders are more 
likely to lend to farmers with contractual agreements as they have more confidence in repayments 
being made.   
 
Along the value chain, farms are located near major markets and populations, ensuring transport 
costs are minimal. Similarly, feed mills are located near cropping farms to minimise feed transport 
costs. 
 
Technological advances 
 
In the 1950s, there was no breed of chicken designed for commercial meat production (Australian 
Chicken Meat Federation, 2020b), and chicken meat supply came from aged layer hens and excess 
cockerels. As the industry developed in Australia and around the world, more farmers recognised 
the need for a genetic line specifically aimed for meat production. The first broiler breed was 
developed in the late 1950s, and subsequent developments saw genetic progress lead to faster 
growing and better quality chickens.  
 
Improvements in the feed conversion ratio highlighted this improvement in genetic quality. In 1975, 
broilers on average had a feed conversion ratio of 2.5:1 kg feed/kg liveweight produced (Australian 
Chicken Meat Federation, 2020b). The efficiency of feed conversion in Australian birds is currently at 
1.75:1. Hence, less feed, and therefore lower costs, are required for the same level of output. This 
technical progress has enabled increased production with higher quality chickens.  
 
In association with larger chicken production units using purpose-built housing and controlled 
production environments, batch production enabled delivery of consistent lines of birds which in 
turn provided quality assurance along the value chain. Hatchery and feed supplies, strengthened by 
vertical integration also helped streamline delivery systems. Subsequently, automation has allowed 
processing plants to have lower labour inputs.  Overall, cost advantages due to production 
efficiencies allowed chicken meat to maintain low prices relative to other meats (Figure 2 and Table 
1) and so compete favourably with beef, lamb and pig meat, as reflected by an increasing market 
share (Figure 1). The change in relative prices over the past 50 years has been especially dramatic 
(Table 1). 
 
Developing retail and food services  
 
Widespread and rapid retail change in Australia, and the market share of supermarkets increasing in 
the 1960s provided the means for the rising chicken meat supply to reach consumers (Lindgreen, 
Hingley and Insch, 2008). Major processors recognised the necessity of stable financial and 
production growth to compete with beef, pig meat and lamb. As a result, they formed strategic 
supply arrangements with supermarket retailers. Improved coordination and reliable information 
sharing enabled the industry to maintain steady growth.  
 
Developments in the food service sector gave consumers access to pre-cooked chicken. This 
intensified consumption, especially with the rise of fast food. Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) opened 
its first Australian store in the 1960s and within a decade grew to have 75 stores operating 
(PoultryHub, 2020). KFC’s popularity resulted in the market entry of multiple other similar 
restaurants. This boosted the consumption of chicken. Future developments through to online 
ordering seem likely to increase this appeal.  
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Figure 2. Nominal retail prices of beef, lamb, pork and chicken in Australia, c/kg, 1965-2020 

 
Source: MLA (2020) 

 
Table 1. Relative retail price ratios, chicken, beef and lamb, c/kg, 1965-2020 

 

Year Price of chicken/ price 
of beef 

Price of chicken/ price 
of lamb 

1965 1.24 1.70 

1975 1.06 1.39 

1985 0.61 1.14 

1995 0.45 0.75 

2005 0.34 0.46 

2015 0.31 0.40 

2020 (to September) 0.26 0.31 
Source: MLA (2020) 

 
What Impact has Increased Consumption had on the Chicken Meat Value Chain? 
 
Increased consumption at the relatively low price of chicken meat, along with the emergence of a 
product of high and consistent quality available in several retail and ready-to-eat formats, has 
changed the Australian chicken meat value chain. This has caused many areas of the industry, 
including the breeding sector, feed mills, growing out farms, processing plants, food services and 
retailers, to modify and improve practices. The chicken meat industry value chain is shown in Figure 
3. 
 
Breeding sector 
 
The breeding sector of the value chain has undergone dramatic changes since the development of 
the first chicken designed for meat production (Australian Chicken Meat Federation, 2020b). The  
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Figure 3. Chicken meat industry value chain map 
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short reproductive cycle of chickens enables genetics to be managed and refined more quickly than 
for other farmed species. The initial focus was to breed birds for growth and increased meat 
production, but this led to issues with the viability, fitness and welfare of the chickens which in turn 
has led to consumer concerns. In response to consumer demands and preferences, the industry 
developed regulations to improve chicken welfare. It also invested considerable effort into ensuring 
compliance by major companies and marketing strategies to provide incentives for more acceptable 
farming practices.  
 
Imported genetics from the United States and the United Kingdom to create a great grandparent 
generation for breeding (PoultryHub, 2020) has played a substantial role in Australian breeding 
progress. The importation of genetics not only increased production and growth but also the 
liveability, fitness and welfare of the chickens. Specific breeding farms were established to rapidly 
pass down genetics from great grandparent birds to commercial broiler chickens (Figure 3). 
 
Bringing in new genetics also meant risking exposure to exotic diseases. Quarantine facilities were 
established to ensure exotic diseases would not be introduced to the Australian flock (Figure 3). 
These quarantine facilities receive fertile eggs from international companies, eggs are screened and 
checked for diseases and chicks are held for nine weeks before they are transported to breeding 
farms.  
 
Feed mills 
 
While production increases to keep pace with expanded Australian consumption has mainly featured 
genetic development (possibly 50-60 per cent of improvement in production according to 
PoultryHub (2020)), refinement of nutrition contributed another 20-25 per cent. Extensive research 
was conducted to determine the optimal diet for the different stages of chicken growth and 
development. This provided information for the feed mills to develop specialised diets to meet 
breeding and production goals. Strong linkages between the chicken processing companies and feed 
mills allowed better tailoring of feed products and delivery to production and market goals. 
 
Animal welfare and environmental considerations 
 
Policies such as the Livestock Management Act (2010), Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Regulations 
(2019), Livestock Disease Control Act (1994), RSPCA Approved Farming (2020) scheme and Free 
Range Egg and Poultry Australia (2012) have impacted on the way farmers operate their enterprises 
(Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions, 2017). Changing consumer preferences, as outlined 
above, have imposed costs of compliance on producers. Farmers have adapted by installing new 
housing systems, changing transport practices and adopting new slaughter methods.  
 
Processing plants 
 
In response to cost pressures, processing plants have become larger and more mechanised and 
automated, to keep up with growing consumption (Yakovleva and Flynn, 2004). This has steadily 
reduced the number of processing companies, and of processing plants.  
 
Food services and retailers 
 
The rise of supermarket chains and the advent of KFC and other fast food outlets in Australia has 
increased the availability and convenience of chicken to consumers. Increased consumption at these 
outlets (Australian Chicken Meat Federation, 2020b) has influenced the nature of demand at 
processing and production levels.  
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Online ordering platforms have become very popular globally as they enhance convenience and 
accessibility to a diversity of foods. As consumption of chicken grows, food services and retailers 
within the value chain are adapting to changing consumer habits by creating online accessibility.  
 

Conclusion 
 
Developments in the Australian chicken meat industry, particularly in terms of the changes in the 
value chain in response to significantly increased consumption, have been reviewed in this paper. 
The drivers of consumption have been price, quality, and changed retail and food service 
arrangements. New technologies such as genetics, management systems and feeds, along with 
vertically integrated industrial relationships, have resulted in substantial cost reductions which in 
turn have enabled the industry to maintain low prices while still serving booming demand. 
 
The impacts of increased consumption, and strongly expressed consumer statements on animal 
welfare, have forced changes in the value chain. This includes developments within the breeding 
sector to establish quarantine facilities and specific breeding farms, the formation of specialised 
diets, and the mechanisation and automation of processing facilities. Consolidation of the industry 
has been due to a number of factors including cost pressures and economies of scale, as well as the 
need to implement strong vertical linkages between actors in the chain. Growth in consumption is 
expected to continue and these changes lay a firm foundation for continued industry growth. 
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