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Research 
This project included a review of concerns (known 
and potential) about potential contaminants and 
hazards related to using alternative chicken litter 
materials. Due to the lack of guidelines to assess 
the risk of various contaminants and hazards, this 
project developed a method to assess contaminants 
that may be present in conventional litter materials, 
housing structures and poultry feed that can cause 
disease in chickens or be transferred to chicken 
products. Scientific literature was reviewed to provide 
threshold contaminant levels in poultry litter. These 
values were then used to develop a tool that provides 
a screening and risk assessment process for a 
variety of alternative litter materials. This tool also 
includes management and mitigation strategies to 
ensure litter is safe and effective to use.

The developed tool, ‘AgriFutures Australia Screening 
and Risk Assessment Tool for Alternative Litter’, 
(the Screening and Risk Tool) provides users with a 
detailed and step-by-step process to minimise the 
risks caused by potential hazards and contaminants 
in alternative litter materials. 

Outcomes/key findings
From the few published studies available, there is no 
indication that potential alternative litter materials 
(such as novel crop residues or by-products of the 
paper industry) would cause illness to chickens, 
or that the transfer of compounds would be above 
maximum permitted limits in edible tissues. However, 
there can be large variability in contamination levels 
in different batches of novel materials, and additional 
research is needed to ascertain the potential for litter 
materials from different sources to be contaminated.

This study has shown that there has only been a 
limited amount of work investigating the transfer of 
contaminants from bedding material to meat chicken 
tissue, and the potential impacts on bird health. 
Additional research on contaminant transfer would 
improve knowledge in this area.

Abstract
The Australian chicken meat industry requires reliable and cost-
effective supplies of litter that are safe and enable efficient meat 
chicken production. The diminishing supply and higher cost of 
traditional litter materials has stimulated interest in alternative litter 
sources. However, these materials can contain hazardous pathogens 
and chemical contaminants.

Due to the lack of guidance in this area, this project developed a method 
to assess contaminants that may be present in litter materials that can 
cause disease in chickens or be transferred to edible chicken products. 

Scientific literature was reviewed to provide threshold contaminant 
levels in poultry litter. These values were then used to develop a tool 
that provides a screening and risk assessment process for a variety of 
alternative litter materials. This tool also includes management and 
mitigation strategies to ensure litter is safe and effective to use.

The objectives of the project were to:

Summarise the common hazards and  
risks of using alternative litter

Develop a risk assessment method for 
alternative litters

Conduct a risk assessment of preferred 
alternative litters previously identified in 
AgriFutures Australia project PRJ-010655

Background
The chicken meat industry requires reliable supplies 
of safe and high-quality litter for meat chicken 
production. The Australian industry predominantly 
uses straw, wood shavings or sawdust depending on 
the region of production. However, the supply of litter 
products has diminished in recent years, while the 
cost has risen substantially, and future supply of wood 
products may be constrained. This has forced the 
industry to investigate and use alternative litters,  
with inconsistent quality and performance outcomes.

As litter can make up as much as 6% of chickens’ 
diets, litter must not contain contaminants such 
as pesticides or heavy metals at levels that, once 
consumed or absorbed, will cause health problems 
to them or to humans through contaminated 
edible tissue. This requires the industry to adopt a 
scientifically rigorous process to assess alternative 
litter sources before use.
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Implications for industry
This project has provided the first known detailed risk 
assessment process to evaluate alternative litter 
types for use in the chicken meat industry.

While some testing of the Screening and Risk Tool 
has been completed, it is recommended that it is 
provided to specific industry members for beta 
testing before being released to the wider industry. 

While the risk assessment threshold values 
developed in this study were based on values from 
an extensive literature review, additional hazards 
may be identified which could pose a significant risk 
to the industry, and further work is needed to 
identify novel risks and provide values to underpin 
industry risk assessments.
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