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Feeding the Modern 
Turkey Breeder

Continued on page 8 �

T he modern breeder is capable of 
expressing excellent productivity; 
however, achieving this is 
contingent on providing the 

breeder sufficient nutrients in both the rearing 
and laying period to support its genetic 
potential.

Bodyweight management
Maintaining breeding birds at the breed 
bodyweight standard at all ages is critical to 
achieving production targets. Flocks that are 
excessively over or under bodyweight target 
are less likely to achieve their reproductive 
potential. However, maintaining flocks at 
target bodyweight in the rear can be 
challenging, with some flocks experiencing 
significantly higher bodyweight relative to the 
breed standard.

Analysis of flock data shows growth can be 
as much as 20% to 25% in excess of the 
bodyweight standard in the early rearing 
period. This reflects the continuous 
improvement in genetic progress for higher 
and more efficient growth in commercial 
generation.

The impact of excessive growth in the early 
rearing period on reproductive function has 
been quantified every 100g of excessive 
growth at 6 weeks of age relates to 3.2 eggs 
lost in the production period (see Fig. 1 ). 
This negative relationship between excessive 
growth and egg production has been 
identified across a range of ages, from 4 to 9 
weeks of rear.

Attempts to control such excessive 
bodyweight usually involve the introduction of 
lower-density diets at earlier ages. This 
aggressive approach is considered to have a 
negative impact on system development, 
more particularly reproductive organ 
development.

Table 1. Standard and reduced density starter diet specifications.

Standard Starter 
Diet

Reduced Density 
Starter Diet

Protein % 25 -26 24 - 25

Energy Kcals/kg 2800 2800

Digestible Amino Acids

Lysine % 1.40 1.35

Methionine % 0.50 0.49

M+C % 0.91 0.88

Tryptophan % 0.22 0.221

Threonine % 0.85 0.82

Arginine % 1.43 1.38

Minerals 

Calcium % 1.45 1.45

Available Phosphorus % 0.73 0.73

Sodium % 0.17 0.17

Chloride % 0.20 0.20

Linoleic Acid % 1.25 1.25

1 Higher tryptophan levels can support more positive behavioural attributes.
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Fig. 1. Number of hatching eggs (24 weeks) and 6-week bodyweight.

https://aviagenturkeys.com
https://ew-nutrition.com


8 International Hatchery Practice • Volume 40 Number 3

Avoiding excessive early growth through the 
use of lower-density starter diets is becoming 
more common, with reductions in protein and 
amino acid density proving effective in 
controlling growth. 

Table 1 shows a typical starter diet nutrient 
specification level and an adjusted diet 
specification with a 3.5% reduction in protein 
and amino acid density.

Use of mini-pellets in the first few weeks of 
rear tends to stimulate feed intake but can 
also be associated with excessive growth. 
High-quality crumb-based starter diets, 
containing minimal levels of fine particles 
(<1mm), help to ensure consistent feed 
intake while maintaining stable growth.

Transition from the starter crumb diet to the 
next stage, lower nutrient density, diet should 

be supported through the use of a short-cut 
pellet. The objective is to maintain feed intake 
during the transition from one diet to the next, 
which will support consistent growth during 
this period. 

Dynamic changes in growth rate, either 
positive or negative, should be avoided as 
these periods need to be corrected through 
the use of different density diets to force 
growth back to the target objectives. This 
results in aggressive changes in nutrient 
intake in rear during periods in which critical 
systems are developing. 

Fig. 2 shows the impact of early introduction 
of low-density diets on essential amino acid 
intake during periods of development of the 
skeletal and reproductive system.

Farm managers should monitor and adapt 
the feeding programme based on the flock’s 
actual body weight. Growth through the rest 

of the rearing period should be controlled 
through adjustment of the feeding 
programme. Heavy flocks should move to the 
next stage diet sooner, while lighter flocks 
should stay on the higher density diet for 
longer. The decision to move to the next 
stage diet should be based on a defined 
threshold, for example a 5% deviation relative 
to the breed target is typically used as a ‘cue’ 
for a diet change. 

Table 2 shows an approach to managing 
body weights in rear.

Achieving consistent growth from 22 weeks 
of age through to light stimulation is critical, 
as this is a period in which reproductive 
tissue matures and the bird becomes 
conditioned for the laying period. Consistent 
growth can be achieved through the 
continued use of a low-density feed from 22 
weeks of age onwards. Aim to achieve an 
average bodyweight gain of 0.53kg per bird 
per week.

The emphasis in this period is on achieving 
consistent growth. If body weights are above 
target at the beginning of this period, then 
continue to keep to the target bodyweight 
gain.

Aiming to control excessive growth through 
the introduction of a lower-density diet at this 
age can be problematic. Providing a 9% to 
11% low protein density diet is challenging 
as, typically, there are limited materials 
available in the feed mill that can provide the 
degree of nutrient dilution required.

If such materials are available, there are 
sometimes issues with their consistency, 
which may result in a more variable finished 
product. This emphasises the need to avoid 
excessive growth in earlier periods to avoid 
reliance on the introduction of low-density 
diets later in rear.

Entering the laying period, the key focus is 
on supporting production and body condition 
as much as possible. Young breeding birds 
tend to be less efficient in transferring 
nutrients to the egg/embryo relative to older 
breeders. Use of elevated levels of vitamins 
can assist in supporting hatchability and 
poult viability of young breeders.

Table 3 shows a comparison of a typical 
commercial breeder vitamin specification 
along with additional vitamins.

Many flocks are highly productive in this 
period, laying above the breed standards; 
such flocks may require additional support to 
maintain persistency in lay. An assessment of 
top-performing flocks in Europe suggests 
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Fig. 2. Estimated changes in amino acid intake 
(mg/bird/day) during the rearing period.
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Table 2. Actions related to different bodyweight scenarios in the rearing period.

Scenario Observation Action

1 Bodyweights are within 
+/- 5% of target

Stay on the standard 
feeding programme

2 Bodyweights are more 
than 5% above target

Move to the next stage 
diet on the programme

3 Bodyweights are more
than 5% below target1

Stay on the existing feed until 
bodyweights recover1

1 Never revert to a previous, higher density diet, such an approach can lead to uncontrolled
growth and, potentially, complications in reintroduction of a coccidiostat
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that higher-performing flocks tend to feed 
higher-density breeder diets; energy density 
averages 1.5% higher, while amino acid 
density averages 4.0% higher relative to 
lower-performing flocks. Provision of a 
higher-density breeder diet may be 
necessary to support the bird’s genetic 
potential; a typical specification is provided 
below.

Males continue to perform well when fed to 
achieve the target bodyweight at selection 
and subsequently fed a quantitatively 
controlled diet in the breeding period. 
Incorporation of organic trace minerals in 
male diets is advisable, given the benefits on 
fertility and overall health of males.

References are 
available from the 
author on request 

Summary

• The modern breeder is capable 
of achieving higher production 
than ever before; this genetic 
capability must be supported 
with a well-managed feeding 
programme in rear and adequate 
nutrient provision in the breeding 
period.

• Along with improvements in 
higher productive traits, the 
breeder is also capable of 
expressing higher growth more 
efficiently in rear.

• Rearing diets and feeding 
programmes must be arranged to 
manage the propensity for more 
efficient growth in modern 
breeders.

• Anecdotal evidence shows that 
higher nutrient density breeding 
diets are associated with top-
performing flocks.

• Use of organic trace minerals in 
breeder diets will contribute to 
reproductive performance and 
poult viability.

Table 4. A comparison of a standard breeder 1 diet and a
higher density breeder diet specification.

Table 3. A typical commercial vitamin premix specification and additional vitamin levels.

Added vitamins 
per kg

Unit Commercial Additional 1

Vitamin A IU 12000 -

Vitamin D3 IU 5000 -

Vitamin E mg 100 20

Vitamin K mg 4.0 3.0

Vitamin B1 mg 3.5 2.0

Vitamin B2 mg 18.0 6.0

Vitamin B6 mg 6.0 3.0

Vitamin B12 mg 0.04 0.02

Biotin mg 0.40 0.15

Pantothenic Acid mg 22.0 6.0

Nicotinic Acid mg 80.0 10.0

Folic Acid mg 6.0 2.0

1,2 Ensure compliance to regulatory levels of vitamins

Standard 
starter diet

Reduced density 
starter diet

Protein % 16.5-18.5 18.5-20.0

Energy
MJ/kg 11.8 12.0

Kcals/kg 2820 2862

Digestible Amino Acids

Lysine % 0.74 1.35

Methionine % 0.37 0.49

M+C % 0.61 0.88

Tryptophan % 0.16 0.221

Threonine % 0.53 0.82

Arginine % 1.77 1.38

Minerals

Calcium % 2.80 2.90

Available Phosphorus % 0.34 0.37

Sodium % 0.18 0.20

Chloride % 0.21 0.22

Potassium % 0.85 0.85

Linoleic Acid % 1.25 1.60


