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One by-product of fast growth in conventional broiler chickens is a mismatch in nutrient 
allocation, resulting in reduced organ growth compared to body weight, which may lead to 
poor health and reduced activity which are major welfare concerns. Although the connection 
between exercise and health in avian species has not been well studied, the link has been made 
in various other farmed animal species. The objective of this study was to determine if broiler 
cardiovascular and immune health, as well as organ growth, can be improved with the provision 
of enrichments that offer different opportunities for exercise. There were 12 pens in total, with 
half including enrichments (E; n=6), and half with no enrichment as a control (NE; n=6). A total 
of 456 Ross 708 male broilers were used and randomly allocated into each pen (38 birds/pen; 
30kg/m2) at 1 d of age. Enriched pens had a 25° ramp to a raised platform (30 cm above litter), 
and a hanging round scale. Both objects encouraged birds to walk and climb. Additionally, a 
suet feeder with wood shavings was used to encourage oral and locomotor behaviour. On D43, 
4 birds per pen were selected based on body weight (1 heavy, 2 average, 1 light), and 
euthanized via cervical dislocation. Carcasses were dissected and the heart, lungs, liver, 
kidneys, and bursa of fabricius were weighed. Ventricles were separated, and weighed to 
determine the right ventricle to total ventricle (RV:TV) weight ratio. Data were analyzed as a 
complete randomized block design with treatment (E vs NE) as a fixed effect using Proc Glimmix 
in SAS 9.4 with final BW as a covariate. BW did not differ between treatments. There was a 
trend (p=0.051) for NE birds (0.38%; SEM±0.008) to have heavier heart weights, as a percentage 
of BW, than E (0.35%; SEM±0.009). No other variables were influenced by enrichment. Of all 
the sampled birds, 40.6% had abnormal RV:TV ratios (0.14<healthy<0.24), suggesting subclinical 
heart disease, and 14.1% had some degree of bursal atrophy (healthy>0.11). In conclusion, the 
enrichment used in this trial had minimal to no effect on organ growth, cardiac myopathies and 
bursal atrophy. A large proportion of the broilers sampled from both treatments had signs of 
impaired cardiovascular and immune functioning, which is a concern in conventional broiler 
production due to genetic selection for muscle growth. 
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with the Canadian Council on Animal Care.  
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