CHICKEN LIBERATION 2007
REPORT

3,499 free range, organic hens were
rescued from slaughter by Brighton
Animal Action in an operation that

lasted 5 days. Here is the full report on
why we had this opportunity, what was
iInvolved and why we were not able to
save the 13,500 we were originally
offered.
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Background

Why rescue free range organic hens?

Many people do not realise that even free range organic hens go
to slaughter when they reach the end of their egg laying
productivity. Supermarkets consider them to be no longer
commercially viable at a maximum of 80 weeks (often it is 72
weeks). This is because the rate at which hens lay eggs slows
down after this time and the shells may become thinner and
sometimes have slight deformities. Hens will lay eggs for the
majority of their lives (5-7 years on average). Due to the demand
for the perfect egg and the amount of eggs consumed in the UK,
the supermarkets insist the farmers slaughter the birds at no
older than 80 weeks, ready for a new batch a few weeks later. A
vegetarian would not eat a free range chicken but many do not
realise that by eating even a free range organic egg they are
signing the death warrant for the hen that laid it.

For the second year in a row Brighton Animal Action were given
the opportunity to save some of these birds from slaughter and
although we knew the birds would be replaced once they were
gone we decided to save the lives that we had the opportunity to
save. There was no financial loss or gain to the farmer by us
taking these birds.

Last year

Many lessons were learned from last years liberation where
concerned individuals from around the country responded to the
appeal to come and get as many hens as possible to prevent
them from going to slaughter. The scene at the farm for those 2
days was one of chaos and resulted in the farmer receiving many
complaints from neighbours and peers. This year she allowed us
to undertake the liberation again but this time it had to be much
more organised.



The appeal

We launched the appeal at the end of September by leafleting
one of the SPEAK demos calling for homes, vehicles, drivers and
boxes. The response was fantastic and within a week we had
homes for over 500 birds. This then snowballed and we were
soon up to 2,500 birds homed. We were ecstatic but it was to get
better, not long after we reached this figure we received an email
from someone we will refer to as Lucy who claimed that she
would take any birds we could not home!!l After speaking at
length with Lucy we were convinced she was in a position to do
this; she had a lot of experience with rescuing chickens and was
able to provide the transport and carriers we needed to
undertake such a massive operation. We
arranged to meet with her to discuss the
logistics, this was in January and at this time
we had also arranged our first meeting with the
farmer. It was at this point that things began to
go wrong. When we met the farmer they could
not believe that we would be able to take all of
the birds and wanted to call the whole thing off.
The appeal had been too successful and we
had to convince them that we were capable of
taking 13,500 birds.

The issue the farmer had was that they needed to have the
barns cleared in time for them to be cleaned and get the next
batch of birds in. They had to book the poultry carriers months in
advance in order to get the company that was gentle and
respectful to the birds because if it was left it too late the farmer
would be forced to hire a company at the last minute and from
previous experience knew they would be vicious with the birds
and harm them when loading the slaughter lorry. The farmer was
also concerned about us not being insured to go into her barns,
the number of vehicles it would take and repercussions from
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animal rights activists once the barns were empty (remember the
only experience the farmer had had of animal rights had been
though the media and some of the people who were less that
polite last year). The farmer had been loosing sleep over this and
was ready to give up.

Negotiating lives

We had to negotiate hard and fast, a member of our group was
fantastic and managed to calm the farmer down and convince
them to speak to Lucy who had assured us that she could do it.
The farmer promised and within the week we had put them in
touch with each other and when we spoke to Lucy she reported
that the farmer was happy and all
the birds would live. She had done
it, we had done it and all we had to
do now was keep finding new

much pressure off Lucy as
possible. Lucy was due to call us
again the following evening when
she had booked the vehicles and
to finalise the details. That was the
last we heard of her.

We lost count of the amount of phone calls, text messages and
emails we sent requesting that she got in touch and let us know
the situation, where was she? What was going on and why had
she suddenly disappeared after going as far as convincing the
farmer she was legitimate? We don’t know what her motivation
was but we do know that she was directly responsible for the
death of 9,000 chickens.



Don’t count your chickens!

After Lucy’s disappearance the farmer lost a lot of confidence in
us and was forced to book the poultry carriers. There was
nothing we could do except try and find as many homes as
possible and pray we could take as many birds as we had homes
for. For a long time we did not know how many birds we would
be allowed to take, at one point the farmer said we could take all
of the small barn, which was only 1,700 hens, then we managed
to negotiate 2,500 which was the number of birds we had homed
when we met her the first time. Finally at our second face to face
meeting at the farm, when we went to look at the logistics of
moving the birds out etc, we managed to negotiate 4,200 birds
simply because we had that many homed. This was the final
figure and it was only because the farmer was willing to negotiate
with the poultry carriers themselves and because they wanted to
see the birds homed rather than slaughtered that they did this
(as we understand it the poultry carriers were not very
impressed!). The poultry carriers were to take 9,000 birds and we
could have the remainder, the only problem being no one knew
how many birds had been lost to the fox over the 80 weeks they
had been at the farm. We could have been taking anything
between 3,800 and 4,200 birds. We had to account for 4,200 but
knew we would be likely to disappoint the people who may not
get their birds.

Rollercoaster

Planning something as big as this has been an absolute
rollercoaster, one minute everything would be running smoothly,
the next minute we would receive a phone call and everything
would change. We lost count of how many times the dates
changed due to various reasons, on several occasions a home
for hundreds of birds suddenly pulled out and we would have to
find new homes a.s.a.p. (our record was rehoming 750 in less
than 24 hours!). We also needed to find boxes to put all the birds

in that were suitably strong and ventilated and also work out how
we would stack them on top of each other without squashing the
birds on the bottom! The solution to the box problem came from
an organisation called the Murry Foundation who donated 1000
cardboard chicken carriers ideal for 2 birds (trying to persuade
the delivery company to deliver to a home address was a
challenge in itself — not to mention fitting them in the house!). We
solved the slacking problem by using pallets on top of the bottom
row of boxes to distribute the weight and allow ventilation
between the layers of boxes, but we had no real idea whether
this would work until we tried it out!

Another major complication with this appeal was not being able
to disclose the whereabouts of the farm as the farmer had
wished to remain completely anonymous and we had to respect
this. This meant that there could be no media coverage which
made homing the birds an extra challenge and it also meant we
needed a meeting point for people to collect their birds.

The meeting point

Finding a meeting point was unbelievably difficult. We expected it
to be a challenge but we had hoped to have it finalised a lot
earlier than we did.

We must have spent

hours driving around

the countryside

looking at every lay

by, field, car park,

nature reserve and

industrial estate.

Some places were

perfect but we couldn’t

get permission, other

places we just too



public and although we knew we were not doing anything illegal
we just wanted to get it done as quietly and as quickly as
possible for the sake of the birds if nothing else. We finally
settled on a site we were familiar with and by word of mouth
were told it would be fine, the main drawback was it was at least
% hour from the farm. However we were running out of time and
had to make a decision. We decided to go for it and everything
seemed fine until we went up for one final check and suddenly
the bottom fell out of another plan. We were not given permission
and that was final! With one week to go we were back to square
one.

Finally after several hours of pouring over a map of Sussex we
found the perfect spot, closer to the farm a local park that was off
the road and really easy to give directions to. Problem solved —
why didn’t we think of it earlier?!

The final count down
Towards the end of the appeal the
phone did not stop ringing and we had
to create a reservation list of homes in
case anymore dropped out but also try
and warn people that they may not get their birds due to us
simply not knowing how many birds were in the barn. All we
could do was ask people to be patient and stay in touch (if they
could get through!). At the same time we were still trying to find
drivers that had vehicles and
work out how many birds can
safely fit in each vehicle. We
had several transit vans on
stand by with our drivers as
well as people coming from all
over the country to do some of
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the long distance journeys for us.

The liberation

By 10pm on Thursday 29" March we had done all we could do
and the only thing left was to try and get some sleep (no
chance!). Then at 6am we were up again getting ready to get to
the farm and the meeting point and get those chickens out of
there. Friday was always going to be a trial run, we still hadn’t
decided how we were going to catch the birds, all the advice said
by the legs but no one really wanted to even if it was the
recommended method. However it did not come to that and as
soon as we were in the barns it was obvious that all we needed
to do was pick them up and tuck their wings in, pop two in a box
and tape the lid shut. The vehicle plan ran smoothly and the
pallet system worked wonders. The farmer came up to see us
and was impressed at how organised we were as we were able
to tell them exactly how many birds we would take each day and
who would be on the farm etc. It didn’t take
us long to get a system of catchers,
counters, box tapers and vehicle loaders
organised and we surprised ourselves at
how quickly we were catching birds.

The last birds

The whole operation ran really smoothly and by Tuesday
morning we had cornered the last bird and got it in a box and
then into a vehicle headed for Norfolk. Arriving safely at the
sanctuary, opening the boxes and freeing the last birds is a
memory that will stay with us forever. Seeing those birds safe
and happy, dust bathing, eyeing up the cockerels and pecking
about in the open air again made every minute of the last 6
months of hard work, tears, sleepless nights and hours spent on
the phone or in front of the database worth it. They were happy,
health and alive hens.
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