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Executive summary - at a glance

Key reads from the 2024 review

Key takeaways

•  EU: 1999/74/EC laying-hens directive banned conventional battery cages from 2012; retailer-led +
corporate-purchaser-led pledges drove migration away from enriched-cage systems toward barn and
free-range across the bloc through 2018-2024.

•  US: California’s Proposition 12 (effective fully from 2022) is the highest-profile regulatory mandate;
Massachusetts, Michigan, Washington, Oregon, and Colorado have followed; retailer / QSR cage-free
shell-egg deadlines on rolling 2025-2030 horizons.

•  UK + AU: UK tracks the EU baseline with 2025-2027 retailer-pledge horizons; Australia is at an earlier
phase-out stage through late 2020s / early 2030s.

•  Premium compression: in EU markets, the commodity free-range premium over barn / cage-baseline
compressed from a historical 25-35% range to a current 12-18% range over a 3-5 year period; similar
compression dynamics post-California-Prop-12 in the US.

•  Conversion timing: producer-scale colony-to-barn or colony-to-free-range conversions typically require
18-30 months; commercial channel pressure compresses the practical timeline more aggressively than
regulatory deadlines.

•  Day-old chick (DOC) supply: 12+ month DOC waitlists at peak demand in EU 2010-2012; same
dynamic observed at smaller scale in individual US states post-Prop-12.

Sources: public-domain industry coverage of EU and US cage-free transition cycles; retailer ranging behaviour; ABS /
USDA shell-egg category data.

Comparative market view

Market Regulatory anchor Retailer-pledge horizon Transition stage

EU 1999/74/EC laying-hens directive;
conventional battery cages
banned from 2012

Retailer + corporate-purchaser
pledges through 2018-2024

Mature; barn + free-range dominant;
enriched-cage residualised

US California Proposition 12 (effective
fully from 2022); MA, MI, WA, OR,
CO follow-on

Retailer + QSR rolling
2025-2030 horizons

State-level patchwork;
commercial-led outside regulated
states

UK Tracks EU baseline Major retailers on 2025-2027
horizons

Mature; barn / free-range / organic
dominant

AU National poultry standards and
guidelines

Less mature
corporate-purchaser pledge
framework

Earlier-stage phase-out through late
2020s / early 2030s

Table 1. Cross-market regulatory and retailer-pledge framing — derived from public-domain industry coverage.
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EU markets

Battery-cage ban; retailer-led migration toward barn and free-range

“The European Union banned conventional battery cages from 2012 under the 1999/74/EC
laying-hens directive.”

Brief reference; 1999/74/EC laying-hens directive

The European Union banned conventional battery
cages from 2012 under the 1999/74/EC laying-hens
directive, after which the regulated baseline shifted to
enriched-cage / colony systems in some member
states and to barn / free-range / organic in others.

The subsequent cycle of retailer-led +
corporate-purchaser-led cage-free pledges drove a
steady migration away from enriched-cage systems
toward barn and free-range across the bloc through
2018-2024. Current EU production-system mix sits
with barn and free-range collectively as the dominant
share, organic as the higher-tier premium segment,
and enriched-cage residualised in a small number of
member states.

Production-system mix. Current EU production-system mix sits with barn and free-range collectively as the
dominant share, organic as the higher-tier premium segment, and enriched-cage residualised in a small number of
member states.
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US markets

State-level patchwork plus corporate-purchaser commitments

“California’s Proposition 12 (effective fully from 2022) is the highest-profile regulatory mandate.”

Brief reference; California Proposition 12

US cage-free transition has proceeded through a
state-level patchwork of ballot-initiative regulation
alongside corporate-purchaser commitments.
California’s Proposition 12 (effective fully from
2022) is the highest-profile regulatory mandate,
requiring cage-free production for shell eggs sold
in-state.

Massachusetts, Michigan, Washington, Oregon, and
Colorado have followed with their own state-level
cage-free or enriched-housing requirements on
different timetables. Outside the regulated states,
transition is driven by retailer and food-service
purchaser commitments - the larger US grocery and
quick-service-restaurant operators have published
cage-free shell-egg deadlines on rolling 2025-2030
horizons.

State-level cage-free / enriched-housing mandates

State Status / framing

California Proposition 12 - effective fully from 2022; cage-free production required for shell eggs
sold in-state

Massachusetts Follow-on state-level cage-free or enriched-housing requirement

Michigan Follow-on state-level cage-free or enriched-housing requirement

Washington Follow-on state-level cage-free or enriched-housing requirement

Oregon Follow-on state-level cage-free or enriched-housing requirement

Colorado Follow-on state-level cage-free or enriched-housing requirement
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UK + Australia

UK tracks the EU baseline; Australia at earlier phase-out stage

“Major UK retailers have published cage-free pledges on shell-egg ranges on similar 2025-2027
horizons to NZ.”

Brief reference; UK retailer pledges

The UK tracks the EU baseline closely with broadly
similar production-system mix (barn / free-range /
organic dominant; enriched-cage residual). Major UK
retailers have published cage-free pledges on
shell-egg ranges on similar 2025-2027 horizons to
NZ.

Australia is at an earlier stage of phase-out: the AU
national poultry standards and guidelines define a
transition timeline still running through the late 2020s
/ early 2030s, and the corporate-purchaser pledge
framework is less mature than the EU/UK or NZ
equivalents.
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Premium-tier vs commodity-tier

Three retail price tiers consistently emerge

Across mature cage-free markets, three distinct retail price tiers consistently emerge:

Commodity / volume tier

barn-system shell eggs sold at a modest premium to (former) cage equivalents; the price tier into which the bulk
of converting capacity flows.

Mid-premium tier

commodity free-range; carries a meaningful but compressing premium over barn as conversion supply
scales.

Premium tier - pasture-raised / organic / specialty

carries the strongest premium and is structurally protected from commodity free-range compression
because it operates a different production-system economics base.

“Premium-tier (pasture-raised / organic) economics did not compress to the same extent.”

Brief reference; premium-tier compression dynamics
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Premium compression - documented precedents

EU 25-35% historical to 12-18% current over a 3-5 year period

EU commodity free-range premium over barn / cage-baseline

Historical: 25-35%

compression over 3-5 year period
Current: 12-18%

In EU markets where barn and free-range supply
scaled into the cage-free transition gap, the retail
premium for commodity free-range over barn /
cage-baseline compressed from a historical 25-35%
range to a current 12-18% range over a 3-5 year
period. The dynamic is consistent: as supply scales to
meet retailer-pledge ranging requirements, the
differential the consumer is willing to pay for
free-range over the (newly cage-free, but still
commodity) barn tier compresses materially.

Premium-tier (pasture-raised / organic) economics
did not compress to the same extent. The
post-California-Prop-12 US shell-egg market exhibits
similar compression dynamics: as more states’
cage-free supply came online to meet the retailer +
regulated-purchaser commitment frameworks, the
differential between cage-free and conventional shell
eggs has narrowed over time outside HPAI-driven
price shocks.

“The retail premium for commodity free-range over barn / cage-baseline compressed from a
historical 25-35% range to a current 12-18% range over a 3-5 year period.”

Brief reference; EU premium compression
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Conversion-timing benchmarks

Retailer-led timelines compress faster than regulatory ones

Producer-scale colony-to-barn or
colony-to-free-range conversion projects typically
require 18-30 months from planning consents to
operational capacity, depending on the existing
infrastructure base, the conversion approach (retrofit
vs greenfield shed), the planning-consent regime in
the relevant jurisdiction, and the day-old-chick
supply pipeline.

Markets where retailer pressure preceded regulatory
mandate (UK, NZ, the EU’s post-mandate
retailer-pledge cycle) generally saw faster aggregate
conversion than markets where regulatory mandate
alone drove the transition; commercial channel
pressure compresses the practical timeline more
aggressively than regulatory deadlines that may admit
derogations.

“Commercial channel pressure compresses the practical timeline more aggressively than
regulatory deadlines that may admit derogations.”

Brief reference; conversion-timing benchmarks
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Day-old chick supply constraints

12+ month waitlists at peak demand - binding constraint at coordinated transitions

When multiple producers in a market convert
simultaneously under a coordinated retailer-pledge
deadline, day-old chick (DOC) supply emerges as a
binding constraint. Historical precedent in EU
markets in the 2010-2012 enriched-cage compliance
window saw 12+ month DOC waitlists at peak
demand.

Producers lacking forward DOC supply contracts or
in-house breeder operations face the highest exposure
to this constraint; the same dynamic has been
observed at smaller scale in individual US states
post-Prop-12.

“Historical precedent in EU markets in the 2010-2012 enriched-cage compliance window saw 12+
month DOC waitlists at peak demand.”

Brief reference; EU 2010-2012 enriched-cage compliance window
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Relevance to NZ

End-2027 retailer-pledge consistent with the global retailer-led pattern

New Zealand’s end-2027 retailer-pledge deadline is
consistent with the globally-observed retailer-led
timeline pattern.

NZ’s producer base is small and concentrated, the
retailer footprint is highly concentrated (duopoly),
and the practical conversion-timing window relative
to standard producer-side build-cycle norms is - for
any laggard producer carrying meaningful colony
exposure into 2026 - the dominant deal-defining
factor in any near-term commercial transaction.

NZ-specific reads

•  End-2027 retailer-pledge deadline is consistent with the globally-observed retailer-led timeline pattern.

•  Small and concentrated NZ producer base.

•  Highly concentrated retailer footprint (duopoly).

•  Producer-side build-cycle window is the dominant deal-defining factor for any laggard producer
carrying meaningful colony exposure into 2026.

Drawn verbatim from the section above; cross-market precedents detailed earlier in this brief.
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About this publication

Sources, disclaimer, and distribution

About the Global Layer Hen Welfare Monitor
The Global Layer Hen Welfare Monitor (GLHWM) is a notional global sector observatory publishing periodic
briefs on layer-hen welfare transition dynamics across the EU, North America, Oceania, and emerging cage-free
markets. The Monitor synthesises public-domain industry coverage and trade-press reporting; it does not
commission primary research and does not represent any single industry body, producer, retailer, or
government entity. Its remit is descriptive: to track regulatory anchors, retailer-pledge horizons, and category
economics across markets at comparable transition phases.

Series and methodology
The Monitor’s annual review series ('Brief No. 2024-08' is the eighth brief in the 2024 review cycle) consolidates
cross-market dynamics for desk-research and policy audiences. Each brief draws on publicly disclosed retailer
ranging behaviour, statutory instruments, regulator-published transition timelines, sector-data releases from
ABS / USDA / Eurostat-equivalent agencies, and trade-press reporting. The Monitor does not reproduce
third-party report wording verbatim; all framing in this brief is original desk synthesis.

Closing attribution
Compiled from public-domain industry coverage of EU and US cage-free transition cycles; pricing-tier observations
referenced from publicly disclosed retailer ranging behaviour, ABS/USDA shell-egg category data, and trade-press reporting
of producer commentary. Descriptive only; no third-party report wording reproduced.

Editorial disclaimer
This brief is descriptive only. It does not constitute investment advice, regulatory guidance, or operational
counsel for any producer, retailer, or industry participant. The Monitor accepts no liability for decisions taken in
reliance on its content. Readers are encouraged to consult primary sources and qualified advisors before acting
on observations contained in this brief.

Distribution and copyright
Distributed to industry stakeholders, policy analysts, and sector researchers. ISSN 2789-0188 (online). © 2024
Global Layer Hen Welfare Monitor. Redistribution permitted with attribution; commercial use prohibited without
prior consent.


