
THE SOUTH AFRICAN POULTRY ASSOCIATION ABRIDGED CODE OF PRACTICE:
TRANSPORTATION OF POULTRY, LIVE BIRD SALES AND BIOSECURITY ON POULTRY OPERATIONS

All the containers should have a lid or door that can be secured to prevent the 
chickens from escaping. Birds should be caught individually and handled by both 
legs and the body fully supported, especially so in the case of heavy birds.  Not 
more than 3 birds per hand may be carried per person at any one time. In the 
case of breeder and layer stock and 4 birds per hand in the case of broilers.  The 
containers should prevent protrusion of the head, wings and legs.

The number of chickens per crate should correspond to the floor space and body 
size of the transported chickens, with due regard to environmental conditions and 
duration of transport.  The maximum density should not exceed 55kg body mass 
per square meter in the case of layers and 70kg body mass per square meter 
when transporting broilers.  

The journey should not exceed 24 hours. Portable transporting crates with live 
chickens should preferably be moved in a horizontal position.  Crates should not 
be thrown or dropped. A tie-down device preventing containers from overturning 
must be used.

Live Bird Sales
Introduction
The purpose of this document is to regulate and improve conditions relating to the 
sale and handling of live birds which may include culls during production, end of 
lay culls and live broiler sales. 

It is intended that all SAPA members who are live bird sellers will display a poster 
sized copy of this code at their sale premises and that a copy of this code will be 
given to live bird buyers with each live bird sale.  Where there is a fixed purchase 
arrangement between a live bird buyer and the seller it is not necessary to hand 
out a copy of this Code with each sale but only initially and whenever the Code is 
amended. The sellers will also hand out copies of the NSPCA pamphlets to their 
customers for onward transmission to the live bird retailers. 

The live bird sellers are also required to keep a register of birds sold with the 
register containing the quantity of birds sold, the purchaser’s details (sufficient 
that it is possible to contact the buyer) and the health records/status of the birds 
sold (defined as copies of all records held on farm). 

Invoices and the normal health records for birds should suffice for this register as 
long as they contain the information in the attached declaration else this 
declaration may be used. Initially this information should be supplied quarterly 
and SAPA will collate this information and compile a national register of live bird 
buyers. SAPA will thereafter, in consultation with the NSPCA, use it to attempt to 
educate the live bird buyers and their customers on proper animal husbandry 
practices at their lairages. Once we have practical experience of the use of this 
Code the frequency of submission might be reduced. 

As a general biosecurity condition it is recommended that for all multi-age sites, 
live bird sales take place from a dedicated sales area outside of the bio secure 
zone and that no live bird buyers are allowed into the production facilities. In the 
case of single age sites the additional costs and welfare risks of multiple 
movements should be weighed up against the biosecurity risks.

The requirement for vaccination and health certificates may seem onerous but as 
these birds are transported across provincial boundaries it is in the industry’s own 
interest to better manage the transmission of diseases around South Africa.

This code is designed to apply to both the sale of live broilers, culls during 
production, depleted broiler and layer breeders and depleted commercial laying 
hens. As the weight of broiler breeders and commercial laying hens and layer 
breeders differs considerably there are separate specifications where applicable 
to allow for these weight differences.

Code
All paperwork should be completed prior to catching and loading so that the 
vehicle may leave the premises immediately after loading is complete.

With each batch of birds the depleted-bird will receive a health declaration stating 
that the birds originate from a flock which conforms to the requirements as per the 
DAFF approved documents:

• Movement control protocol in case of an outbreak of Newcastle disease
• Movement control protocol in case of an outbreak of  Salmonella Enteritidis  
 or Salmonella Gallinarum / Pullorum
• Contingency plan in the case of an outbreak of Notifiable Avian Influenza  
 and
• Are free of visible signs of disease at the time of catching.

During hot weather, birds should be loaded and transported during the cooler 
parts of day either in the early morning, late afternoon or at night.

The birds should not be deprived of feed and water before transportation. During 
the transport phase the birds must not be without food or water for more than an 
absolute maximum of 24 hours measured from the time of last feeding / drinking 
to placement in the retail live bird seller’s lairage with accessible feed and water. 
This condition must be applied with discretion as the welfare implications of 
handling birds immediately post feeding must also be considered.

The birds are to be transported in clean and sanitized standard size crates 
(770mm long, 500mm wide and 300mm high), in trolleys or in containers that 
qualify for use in terms of the relevant part of SAPA’s Code of Practice.  This 
applies to both the producer and the live bird buyer. Live bird sellers should not 
allow the loading of birds into damaged or otherwise unsuitable containers and 
are also responsible to ensure that stocking densities do not exceed the guideline 
limits.

The number of birds per standard sized crate should not exceed 6 broiler breeder 
birds and 10 layer birds. During hot weather the number should be reduced to 5 
for broiler breeders and 9 for layer birds. If other containers are used a similar 
stocking density should be applied.  

Birds are to be treated with respect and dignity. Birds injured on the farm must be 
killed humanely, cervical dislocation being an acceptable practice, but must only 
be conducted by staff that are competent to carry out the procedure.

Birds must be caught individually. Birds will only be handled by their legs and not 
any other part of the body. Not more than 3 hens per hand and 4 broilers per hand 
may be carried per person at any one time.

The legs of the birds will not be tied as a measure of restraint when sold by any 
of the live bird sellers, live bird buyers or the retail live bird sellers. The onus is on 
the live bird buyer to insist on healthy birds and not accept any visibly sick (or 
injured) birds.

The live bird buyer must ensure that the containers are properly secured on the 
vehicle before it leaves the premises and ensure the birds cannot escape from 
crates/containers during transport.

The birds must be taken to a lairage where food, water and shelter is provided or 
to an abattoir.  All birds must be kept in similar conditions to those in which they 
lived their productive lives i.e. floor based birds must be kept on floor systems and 
caged birds must be kept in cages. If held for longer than 24 hours in a facility, 
broiler breeders must be allowed free movement in a pen large enough for the 
purpose, this being defined as 6 birds/m² (ca. 27kg/m²). If layer hens are to be 
held for longer than 24 hours in a facility they should be kept in cages complying 
with the SAPA Code of Practice specifications (currently 450cm²/bird floor space).

When abnormal rates of mortality occur after receipt of birds, the local State 
Veterinarian, or the Poultry Centre at the Faculty of Veterinary Science, 
Onderstepoort or a consulting veterinarian should be requested to investigate the 
cause of the mortalities and to report to the original seller as well as the buyer.

All mortalities should be disposed of in line with local health regulations. No dead 
birds will be sold for human consumption. At lairages instant decapitation (or 
cervical dislocation if competent staff are on site) is accepted as a means of 
culling injured or sick birds.

Declaration
Confirmation as per the certification in the Code of Practice shall be given that at 
the time of catching, the live birds to which this declaration pertains:

• Were free of visible signs of disease and no abnormal mortalities have  
 been reported in the flock of origin in the preceding 30 days.
• Have been tested for notifiable Salmonellae according to the    
 “Salmonella Movement Protocols” and complies with the requirements in  
 the protocol.
• Have been tested for notifiable Avian Influenza according to the “HPNAI  
 Contingency Plan” and complies with the requirements in the document.
• Have been tested for Newcastle Disease according to the “Movement  
 Control Protocol in case of Newcastle disease” and complies with the   
 requirements in the protocol.
• Have been handled in accordance with the current SAPA Code of Practice  
 for Live Bird Sales.

Biosecurity on Poultry Operations - People
Biosecurity in all poultry operations is of the utmost importance to ensure healthy 
flocks perform according to the required standards.

People movement is one of the main means of transmitting disease between 
flocks or farms. There are different aspects of biosecurity relating to people 
movement in poultry operations including physical biosecurity and procedural 
biosecurity. 

• Geographical situation and lay-out of poultry operations.
• Restricted admission (e.g. functional fence with gates that can be locked,  
 access control, visitors allowed only on appointment).
• Transit facilities (e.g. at the office) where private clothes and foot wear are  
 exchanged for farm clothes and foot wear, reduce the risk of diseases being  
 carried onto the farm on clothing or shoes.
• Shower facilities must provide effective separation between the “private  
 clothes area” and the “site clothes area”
• Leave watches cell phones etc. outside the site.
• Spectacles must be disinfected.
• If vehicles are not disinfected, it must be left at a safe parking area a   
 distance away from the poultry houses.
• Managers/visitors/service personnel should preferably restrict themselves  
 to only one farm per day. The generally accepted practice of moving   
 between flocks in a sequence from young to old or from healthy to sick  
 unfortunately presents some risk as well. (Young birds may be infected with  
 infectious agents not present in older birds; clinically healthy birds may be  
 asymptomatic carriers of disease) However, moving in this sequence is  
 undoubtedly better than moving at random
• Golden Rule: Restrict visitors to the absolute minimum. Unfortunately it is  
 sometimes inevitable that visitors (e.g. Veterinarians, technicians,   
 electricians etc.) have to visit more than one site per day. In these   
 instances they must preferably shower in and out at every site. They must  
 work in a young-to-old and/or healthy-to-sick sequence. NOBODY should  
 be allowed to visit a healthy site after they have been to a diseased site.
• Foot wear disinfection or changeover of foot wear should be in place where  
 required.

The people movement matrix can be used as a guideline to manage people 
movement between poultry and poultry related operations to minimise the risk of 
disease transmission by people.
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The following is a summary of the minimum standards to be followed for 
Transportation of Poultry, Live Bird Sales and Biosecurity on Poultry 
Operations as set out in the Code of Practice of the South African Poultry 
Association. The full version is available on the SAPA website 
www.sapoultry.co.za

Transportation of Poultry
General
The driver of the vehicle transporting live birds or chicks shall be a responsible 
person with a valid and appropriate driver’s license, and trained in welfare issues 
that could affect the livestock during transportation. The driver shall at all times be 
able to perform the required duties in an expert and responsible manner.

The driver shall have telephone numbers of the owners of the live birds or chicks, 
as well as appropriate emergency telephone numbers at all times during a 
journey. The driver shall not handle a vehicle in a manner that might cause the 
containers to slip or fall causing suffering. The safety and welfare of the live birds 
or chicks shall never be ignored or disregarded. Birds and chicks shall be 
transported in roadworthy vehicles.

Stops en-route shall only be made when absolutely necessary. When stops are 
made in hot weather, the vehicle must be capable of maintaining sufficient 
ventilation and temperature in the load space suited for wellbeing of the birds or 
chicks being transported.

In the case of a truck breakdown without a standby facility causing a subsequent 
rise in temperature in the load space, where possible the load shall be off-loaded 
if the system permits or at least spaced to accommodate the circumstances. In 
the case of an accident the extent of the accident and particular circumstances 
will dictate the appropriate action to be taken.  

Transportation of Chicks
Only healthy and vigorous chicks shall be dispatched in clean containers or boxes 
specifically designed for handling and transport of day old chicks. Containers 
must be stacked in such a manner that free airflow between stacks of containers 
is not hampered.

As a rule the chick box/container should allow for 20cm² per chick but 
environmental temperature, duration of the journey as well as design of the chick 
truck shall be considered when determining the density of chicks in the 
containers. Containers with live chicks shall not be tilted more than 20 degrees 
from horizontal during any stage of loading or unloading.

Containers should always be moved smoothly and never thrown or dropped. A 
tie-down device preventing containers from overturning is advisable in the chick 
truck. Chick trucks should be designed in such a way that sufficient airflow is 
achieved to all containers, within the truck and that adequate temperature control 
is achieved for the duration of the delivery.

Vehicles used for the transportation of live chicks over long distances must be 
constructed to protect the chicks against adverse weather conditions during the 
entire journey. In the event that day old chicks are transported by air, 
arrangements need to be made with the carrier to ensure that the chicks are not 
kept in draughty areas and are transported as quickly as possible.  In the event of 
international transport, all paperwork including import permits and health 
certificates need to be in order to prevent unnecessary delays.  Enough space 
needs to be left between pallets.

Transporting of Pullets, Broiler and Adult Birds
Vehicles used for the transportation of live poultry over long distances must be 
constructed in such a manner so as to protect the poultry against adverse 
weather conditions during transportation.

The chickens should be loaded into clean standardized transporting crates or 
baskets or purpose-made wire mesh cages in trolleys. The number of chickens 
per crate should correspond to the floor space and body size of the transported 
chickens, with due regard to environmental conditions and duration of transport.  
The maximum density should not exceed 55kg body mass per square meter.  


