
The better the question.
The better the answer.
The better the world works.

Transitioning to
Cage-Free: A Roadmap
for Corporates in the
Egg Supply Chain



C
ag

e-
fr

ee
 P

ra
ct

ic
es

: A
n 

Im
pl

em
en

ta
ti

on
 G

ui
de

2

Contents
Table of



C
ag

e-
fr

ee
 P

ra
ct

ic
es

: A
n 

Im
pl

em
en

ta
ti

on
 G

ui
de

3

Introduction 5
1.1  Background

1.2  Objective and applicability

1

The shift to cage-free: India’s position in a global context 62
2.1  Overview of India’s egg industry

2.2  Poultry housing systems

2.2.1  Conventional caged systems

2.2.2  Cage-free systems

2.3  Global shift towards cage-free systems

2.4  India’s commercial cage-free sector

2.4.1  Government role and training

2.4.2  Main stakeholders in the cage-free ecosystem

Shift in consumer demand 123
3.1  Institutional consumers : corporate commitments

3.2 Conscious individual consumers

Corporate transition to cage-free eggs 144
4.1  Corporate commitments

4.1.1  Benefits of making a cage-free commitment

4.1.2  Elements of a strong commitment

4.2  Implementation strategies and roadmap

4.2.1  Roadmap development and publication

4.2.2  Implementation

4.2.3  Funding models for cage-free transition

4.2.4  Certification and labelling of cage-free practices

4.2.5  Reporting

The way forward 265

References 286



C
ag

e-
fr

ee
 P

ra
ct

ic
es

: A
n 

Im
pl

em
en

ta
ti

on
 G

ui
de

4

C
ag

e-
fr

ee
 P

ra
ct

ic
es

: A
n 

Im
pl

em
en

ta
ti

on
 G

ui
de

4



C
ag

e-
fr

ee
 P

ra
ct

ic
es

: A
n 

Im
pl

em
en

ta
ti

on
 G

ui
de

5

Introduction

The widespread use of cages in the egg industry has
raised global welfare concerns. This has contributed to
consumers becoming more aware of ethical sourcing
and animal welfare, thereby driving change within the
industry. An increasing number of food companies are
committing to sourcing exclusively cage-free eggs on a
global scale, with many of these companies actively
operating in India.
This necessitates an active focus on transitioning supply
chains to effectively implement cage-free commitments,
supported by a robust ecosystem that facilitates this
shift. As the third-largest egg producer globally, India
still predominantly relies on caged systems, but the
rising demand from both consumers and companies is
gradually expanding the cage-free sector.

Background

This comprehensive guide is targeted at corporate
decision-makers, sustainability officers, supply chain
managers and marketing professionals, and is aimed at
guiding companies shifting their egg procurement from
caged systems to cage-free egg sources. It aims to
address the ethical and economic aspects and provides
a step-by-step implementation plan. It includes
successful case studies and resources to support the
transition. In summary, it aims to enhance animal
welfare, meet consumer demand for ethically produced
food, and improve Environment, Social & Governance
(ESG) practices while aligning company practices with
global trends towards humane and sustainable food
sourcing.

Objective and applicability

1.1

1.2

01
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The shift to cage-free:
India’s position in a
global context

The Indian egg industry plays a crucial role in the
country’s agricultural sector.

Overview of India’s egg
industry

2.1

India is the third
largest egg-

producing country in
the world

Annual production in
2023-24 was

142.77 billion eggs

The domestic poultry
market is valued at
USD 30.46 billion
(2,645.8 INR) in

2023 and is projected
to reach INR 3,478

billion (2028)

Its growth is driven
by a growing
population,
increasing

disposable incomes,
and evolving dietary

habits

Figure 1: Ministry of Fisheries, Animal Husbandry & Dairying

It comprises a mix of the organized and unorganized
sectors. The organized sector, which includes large-
scale poultry farms and integrated producers, accounts
for about 70% of total production. This sector is seeing
increasing investments in technology and infrastructure
to enhance productivity and ensure biosecurity. The
unorganized sector, which includes backyard farming,
consists of small-scale farmers who often operate using
traditional methods and form a very small section of the
egg industry in the country.
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The scale of operations in this sector has significant welfare implications. Generally, hens in the egg industry are
housed in two main forms of systems: caged and cage-free. In India, the commercial egg industry typically uses
cages.

Poultry housing systems2.2

2.2.1

Cages, often called battery cages or conventional
colony enclosures, refer to barren wire mesh
enclosures. These systems are popular as they
allow many birds to be housed in smaller spaces,
thereby increasing revenue.

However, from a welfare perspective, these
cramped conditions severely restrict movement and
prevent hens from engaging in natural behaviours
like nesting, perching, dust bathing and foraging.

Such confinement has severe physical and
behavioural consequences. Physically, hens in
battery cages have been found to have high
incidences of injuries such as foot damage, feather
loss, broken bones, and foot lesions. High levels of
stress in these conditions lead to suppressed
immune systems, reduced lifespan, high mortality
rates and lower overall productivity. The constant
confinement also causes frustration, stress, and
increased aggression, causing abnormal behaviours
such as feather pecking and cannibalism.

Conventional caged systems

Source: We Animals Media

2.2.2

In cage-free housing, hens are not restricted within
cages and have space to move, spread their wings
and usually have provisions to engage in natural
behaviour. When these systems are well-designed
and effectively managed, hens can express their
innate behaviours, such as walking, perching,
dustbathing, foraging, and laying eggs in nests.

These systems come in different forms, such as
indoor barns, multilevel aviaries, and free-
range/outdoor farms.

Cage-free systems

Source: We Animals Media

Source: Sandhya Keelery, “India: Egg Production Share by Major State | Statista,” Statista, 2024, https://www.statista.com/statistics/1357100/india-egg-production-
share-by-major-state/.
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Cage-Free SystemsConventional Caged SystemsAspect

 1.5 - 2 square feet indoors
 Increased freedom to exhibit natural behaviour

 <1 square foot indoors
 No space for natural behaviours

Space per Bird

 Reduced stress and health issues
 Exhibition of natural behaviours such as

nesting and perching, leading to improved
welfare

 Less prone to skeletal problems like
osteoporosis

 Increased stress-related health
issues such as feather pecking and
cannibalism

 Restricted expression of natural
behaviours due to confinement

Animal Welfare

 Perceived as a healthier option
 Slightly lower salmonella risk

 Similar nutritional content
 Higher salmonella risk

Egg Quality

 Better waste management reduces
environmental pollution

 Resource efficiency reduces environmental
footprint

 Challenges with waste disposal due
to concentrated production

 Lower land and water use, higher
energy use per egg

Environmental
Impact

 Ethical practices enhance consumer trust and
brand loyalty

 Rising demand for ethically produced products
boosts sales and profitability

 Lack of ethics and animal welfare
erodes trust, harming demand and
profitability

Consumer Trust
and Demand
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India’s commercial cage-
free sector

2.4

As established, India’s poultry sector comprises of
commercial poultry facilities, most of which use
battery cages, and the unorganized sector with small
backyard farms. However commercial cage-free
farming, which utilizes modern technology, is still at a
nascent stage in the country.

2.4.1 Government role and
training

Under the umbrella of the Indian Council of Agricultural
Research (ICAR), the Central Avian Research Institute
(CARI)  plays a crucial role in advancing cage-free
farming practices in India. CARI's facilities and
laboratories are dedicated to research, development
and training in poultry farming. The institute offers
specialized training programs for farmers, focusing on
sustainable and humane poultry farming practices.
These programs cover aspects such as:

CARI also collaborates with various stakeholders,
including government agencies, non-governmental
organizations, and private sector players, to support
cage-free practices. An initiative undertaken by them in
collaboration with the State of Uttar Pradesh is the
establishment of model cage-free facilities that also
operate as training centres to practically demonstrate
the management of a commercially viable cage-free
facility. One such centre is being established in Tamil
Nadu in collaboration with the Tamil Nadu Startup and
Innovation Mission (TANSIM).

Poultry Management

Training on optimal housing, feeding, and health
management to ensure high welfare standards

1

2

3

Disease Control

Education on the prevention and management
of common poultry diseases

Breeding Practices

Guidance on selecting and breeding poultry
for optimal productivity and welfare
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2.4.2 Main stakeholders in the
cage-free ecosystem

The transition to cage-free systems relies on the collective
efforts of various stakeholders to foster a food production
model rooted in sustainability, animal welfare and
transparency, as outlined below:

Corporate Leadership drives demand by adopting
policies that prioritise high welfare/cage-free
sourcing.

1

Suppliers and Farmers play a pivotal role by
investing in infrastructure to expand cage-free
availability.

2

Government Bodies facilitate the transition
through supportive policies, regulations and
subsidies.

3

Retailers act as key intermediaries by sourcing and
marketing cage-free products, promoting them
through sustainable and welfare-focused
messaging on their platforms and stores, and
educating consumers.

4

Animal Welfare Organisations advocate for
ethical sourcing through awareness campaigns,
offer guidance, and hold stakeholders accountable
through tracking progress, supporting and
publishing progress, and spreading awareness
about ethical sourcing.

5

CARI has also developed and published training modules to
educate farmers on cage-free farming practices. CARI scientists
have also conducted and published the results of a needs-
assessment survey of cage and cage-free farmers in the country
to better understand the requirements of farmers in the poultry
sector. Such a study – the first of its kind for India - aimed at
addressing the unique challenges faced by local poultry farmers
by taking into consideration local context and specific climate
and geographical conditions to provide assistance, interventions
and support the Indian poultry sector. The survey’s findings
conclude that there is a need for technical support, training and
financial assistance in the form of subsidies.
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Shift in consumer
demand

In response to growing demand from conscious
consumers, companies across sectors are making
commitments towards ethical sourcing, including the
use of cage-free eggs allowing them to align with
consumer values and build stronger brand loyalty and
trust. Ethical sourcing practices not only resonate with
consumers but also foster repeat purchases and positive
word-of-mouth.

Given their substantial consumption of eggs and egg-
based products, corporate consumers significantly
influence market practices and animal welfare
standards. Consumers increasingly look to these
institutions to set the tone for ethical practices, as their
choices have the power to drive large-scale change in
the industry. Numerous multinational corporations with
global commitments to source 100% cage-free eggs are
already operating in India, showcasing their alignment
with global standards and the growing trend towards
humane and sustainable food production. By prioritizing
cage-free sourcing, these companies fulfil their
responsibility to animals in their supply chains and lead
by example, promoting broader adoption of ethical and
sustainable practices.

Institutional consumers:
corporate commitments

3.1
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Companies in India committed to
sourcing 100% cage-free eggs

The global companies have cage-free commitments that have a
deadline of 2025
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4.1.2 Elements of a strong commitment

The following commitment made by Hilton, a global hospitality company serves as a strong example of a holistic
cage-free commitment.

Strong language

Strong, clear and unambiguous
commitment language, free from

caveats, demonstrates the
seriousness and priority of the

commitment.

Clear deadlines

A timeline must be included to
assure stakeholders of timely

commitment fulfilment, as
demonstrated by Hilton’s pledge
to complete its transition by the

end of 2025.

Targets

All types of eggs should be
covered under cage-free

operations such as whole, liquid,
and powdered eggs displaying a

strong commitment.

Application

A good commitment ensures
that the entire supply chain

across all locations are within its
ambit, including owned,
franchised and managed

properties.

Reporting

A strong commitment includes a
requirement to report annual

progress, ensuring transparency
in its implementation.

Publicly available

The commitment must be formal
and publicly available on the
company’s website allowing

interested stakeholders to be
aware of this policy while
promoting accountability.

“Today we are pleased to join others in our industry and formalize our commitment of
sourcing 100% of our eggs (shell, liquid, and egg products) globally from cage-free sources
for Hilton’s entire portfolio* by the end of 2025. We will also take our cage-free egg policy

available in key native languages and continue to publish our progress annually.

We look forward to continuing our partnership with suppliers, civil society and the
industry to drive positive and sustainable change in responsible sourcing.

Source: Hilton report (2022)
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4.2.2 Implementation

There are four key approaches available to companies for transitioning their supply chain to cage-free in India:

Physical sourcing

There are cage-free and free-range egg suppliers in the country that can be contracted to meet this direct
requirement. Companies can streamline this process with the help of established organizations such as the
Cage-Free Free-Range Poultry Producers Association. They can connect corporations with a wide network
of cage-free egg vendors tailored to their specific supply needs and geographical preferences.

Where the projected requirements are higher than the available supply, companies can plan ahead by
placing advance orders. This grants suppliers the time and security to invest in scaling up their cage-free
production systems.

1

Training existing suppliers

If companies do not want to change their existing egg suppliers, they have the option to invest in training
them to switch to cage-free production. The Indian Council of Agricultural Research - Central Avian
Research Institute (ICAR-CARI) conducts training programs to equip egg producers with the necessary
knowledge and tools to manage a commercially viable facility. The ICAR-CARI website also has resources
like videos in regional languages that can be shared with producers. These tools will help producers
transition to cage-free systems with confidence and competence.

2
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Cage-free credits

Companies looking to immediately switch their supply chain to cage-free, or facing logistical or supply
challenges in procuring eggs, can buy cage-free egg credits as an interim solution. This book-and-claim
model is run by Global Food Partners (GFP) in India, which guides companies on how to leverage credits
effectively to meet their cage-free commitments when it is difficult to integrate physical eggs into their
supply chains. This approach also fosters investment in cage-free systems and signals demand without
requiring immediate logistical changes that may be challenging. This program is discussed in greater detail
in the following chapter.

3

Hybrid

Companies always have the option of using a combination of any of the above solutions, based on their
goals, timelines and requirements. Regional market maturity is an additional factor in making this decision.
A hybrid approach combining current orders, advance orders, vendor training, and cage-free credits
considers all these factors to establish a strong foundation upon which to build momentum.

4
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This phased approach ensures a seamless and effective transition to a cage-free supply chain, allowing
companies to meet their goals while driving positive change in the industry.

Figure 5: Roadmap to achieve
a cage-free supply chain
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4.2.3 Funding models for cage-free transition

A sustainable financing strategy is essential for companies aiming to transition to cage-free eggs while supporting
producers and ensuring stability in the supply chain. The following funding models achieve this and facilitate a
smoother and more efficient transition to higher animal welfare standards:

The cage-free impact incentives, also referred to as
impact incentives or cage-free egg credits, are market-
based financial mechanisms designed to accelerate the
transition to cage-free egg production. This mechanism
allows food businesses to purchase credits from
certified cage-free egg producers. While buyers do not
receive physical cage-free eggs in their supply chains,
they incentivize the production of cage-free eggs and
are able to make a claim of support for cage-free eggs.

The book-and-claim model is available in India and
enables companies to achieve their cage-free
commitments in situations where supply or logistics
poses a challenge. The model, facilitated by Global
Food Partners (GFP), leverages impact incentives to
enable food businesses to offset their conventional egg
usage through credits. Global Food Partners aids this
transition by training farmers and collaborating with
companies, enabling farmers to trade credits or supply
cage-free eggs directly to food businesses within three
years of the impact partnership.

The impact incentives model is utilized across various
sectors, including green electricity, sustainable
aviation fuel, and textiles like leather and cotton. This
model is now being applied to cage-free eggs,
facilitating the adoption of humane production
systems. It separates the sustainability claim from the
physical product, allowing companies to meet cage-
free commitments without sourcing cage-free eggs
directly.

Egg producers log their cage-free production on the
Impact Alliance Cage-Free Egg Platform, generating
verifiable cage-free credits. Companies can purchase
these credits and receive certificates for supported
cage-free eggs while sourcing from existing suppliers.

Additionally, this model shows a company's
commitment to cage-free goals by reducing transport
costs and logistical challenges since eggs do not need
to be physically moved.

Impact incentives
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Advance Purchasing model

Source: Vital Farms (2024)

The Advance Purchasing model involves buyers committing to purchasing a predetermined volume of cage-free
eggs in advance. This approach provides producers with financial security and predictability, allowing them to
make the necessary investments in infrastructure to expand their cage-free production capacity. It also offers
supply chain reliability by ensuring a consistent line of supply for companies.

Farmers benefit from market assurance, as they have a guaranteed buyer and a source of stable income. This
financial stability enables producers to invest in facilities and operations to scale up their production. Additionally,
they are better positioned to offer eggs at lower prices, which benefits the companies purchasing them. This
model has great potential in countries like India, where the market is still developing. Advance purchasing fosters
a sustainable and scalable transition to cage-free systems, as farmers gain financial security and the ability to
expand their operations.

A notable example of this model is the collaboration between McDonald’s and Cargill. McDonald’s committed to
sourcing approximately 2 billion cage-free eggs annually from Cargill. Through advance payments, Cargill
established a large-scale, multi-million-dollar cage-free facility in Renville, Minnesota. These funds also allowed
them to collaborate with local farmers by offering training and resources to help them produce cage-free eggs in
compliance with established guidelines. This ensures that farmers have a guaranteed market and steady income.
Cargill manages the procurement and distribution of the eggs, delivering them to McDonald’s, which fulfils its
commitment to 100% cage-free sourcing. The revenue flow benefits all stakeholders: farmers earn stable
payments, Cargill ensures operational stability, and McDonald’s secures a reliable supply chain.

Cost-plus model

The Cost-plus model is a pricing strategy where producers
calculate the total cost of production and add a fixed profit
margin to determine the final price. This model is particularly
effective in covering the additional costs associated with
cage-free production, such as infrastructure upgrades, feed
adjustments, and welfare compliance measures. By ensuring
that producers recover their costs while maintaining
sustainable profitability, this approach supports long-term
sustainability.

The initial investment required for the Cost-plus model is
medium to high, due to the need for operational changes and
higher welfare standards. However, this method guarantees
financial security for producers and emphasizes quality and
accountability, aligning with both business and ethical goals
while fostering sustainable growth.

An example of this model in action is Vital Farms, which
collaborates with farmers to produce pasture-raised eggs.
Vital Farms supports producers by providing the necessary
infrastructure, training, and quality control measures. This
partnership ensures that higher production costs are covered
while maintaining a fair profit margin.

Compass Group, a food service Company, is among the
organizations adopting cage-free credits to fulfil its
commitments, especially in challenging markets like
Asia. Their roadmap details a strategy to procure
physical eggs wherever possible and utilize cage-free
credits during supply shortages. This approach has
garnered recognition from animal welfare groups and
stakeholders, ensuring compliance with cage-free
targets while aiding suppliers in scaling operations to
meet demand. It effectively communicates the model's
application and implications for similar companies.

Text Source: Compass Group Animal Welfare Progress Report (2024)
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forwardforward
The wayThe way

The cage-free movement is gaining momentum globally, with significant
progress being made in India. Rising consumer awareness leading to demand
for ethical and sustainable products drives this movement. Producers in India
are increasingly being encouraged to adopt cage-free systems, supported by
government initiatives such as model farms, training programs, and
certifications aimed at standardizing practices and facilitating this transition.
The cage-free sectorʼs rapid development in the country is a promising sign
for companies with approaching deadlines. These solutions not only ensure
companies fulfill their commitments but also help uphold their public
promises, reinforcing consumer trust and loyalty. With the market expanding
and robust frameworks in place, the transition to cage-free sourcing is
becoming more achievable and beneficial for all stakeholders.

As the sector grows, more and more companies are announcing cage-free
commitments, demonstrating their dedication to animal welfare and
sustainable sourcing. However, once these commitments are made,
companies must actively work towards implementation. This requires a
supply chain assessment to understand egg usage, roadmap development
and consumer education. The commitment can be achieved through solutions
such as physical sourcing (including advanced orders), training existing
suppliers to meet cage-free standards, utilizing cage-free credits, or a
combination of these strategies.

Adopting cage-free practices benefits all stakeholders by promoting animal
welfare, a growing concern among consumers and advocacy groups. For
businesses, it aligns with evolving market trends, enhances brand reputation,
and meets the increasing demand for ethically sourced products. Farmers
and suppliers gain access to premium markets, fostering long-term
sustainability and profitability. Moreover, stakeholders across the supply
chain benefit from transparency and trust, building stronger partnerships.
These practices also contribute to meeting global sustainability goals,
creating a positive impact on the environment and society.
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