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Teacher’s Page

Not all Eggs are Equal

This lesson asks students to discuss in groups the relationship between supermarkets and their clients in particular relation to the issue of egg production.  
The students will read the introduction, to themselves or out loud to the group, and familiarise themselves with the different systems of egg production.  They will then discuss the issues in groups of 4 or 5.  
Finally, there is a written component which asks each student to write a letter that would persuade supermarkets to remove another product from their shelves on ethical grounds.  (Supermarkets addresses are given).  
Once the teacher has seen the letters and any corrections made, the letters should be written neatly and sent to the supermarket in question.  
From any replies you receive you will almost certainly come to understand that supermarkets generally do not remove products on ethical grounds and this is what makes the stance of Marks and Spencer and Waitrose so extraordinary.

Not all Eggs are Equal
How much thought do you give to the eggs you eat?  Do you have any idea how the hen who laid them lived?  And do you ever wonder if she is still alive or whether the egg you just ate was the last one she laid before being shipped off to slaughter?  Probably not.  You just dunked your soldiers, sipped your tea and thought up excuses for why you’ve not done your homework again.

One egg may look just like another but as you are about to find out … not all eggs are equal.

Until January 1st 2004, egg boxes were confusing places to try and find out information.  If your egg box stated that the eggs inside are ‘farm fresh’ and showed a picture of a chirpy-looking hen scratching around in a meadow, then you’d think that the eggs were laid by a happy free-roaming bird, wouldn’t you?  Well, you’d be wrong.  ‘Farm fresh’ eggs were almost always laid by birds who spent their entire lives inside cages. 

Since January 2004, however, eggs boxes must state what conditions the birds lived in and they can no longer be poetic with the truth.  There are now just three acceptable phrases:

‘Eggs from caged hens’

‘Barn eggs’

‘Free-range eggs’

‘Eggs from caged hens’

This means the birds lived inside battery cages all their lives.  They would be crammed five to a cage, no bedding or nesting materials and not enough room to stretch their wings.  The sloping wire mesh that is their floor damages their feet and legs, leaving thousands of birds painfully crippled.  Broken bones are commonplace as osteoporosis weakens their skeletons.  After 18 months in the cages, inside airless, windowless sheds, they are taken out and killed for their scrawny flesh.  This is the truth for two-thirds of the 23 million hens in Britain.

‘Barn eggs’

This means that the birds were kept inside sheds but able to move around inside.  They are provided with raised perches or platforms which allows the birds to roost more naturally.  However, European law states that farmers can stock up to 25 hens per square metre which,
 if you take a moment to picture that, is still extremely overcrowded.  At the end of their optimum-laying shelf life, the birds are still caught and transported to a slaughterhouse and their bodies are made into low-grade products such as chicken soup or baby food.

‘Free-range eggs’

Free-range birds live inside sheds but they also have access to the outside world, something their sisters in the cages and barns never do.  The birds must be allowed 2.5 square metres each and the land they roam must be mainly covered in vegetation.  Undoubtedly this system benefits the hens more than any other system of egg production but the hens are still killed when their optimum egg yield drops and their bodies made into low-grade chicken products.

Supermarkets usually sell a mixture of the three types of eggs but two supermarkets took an ethical stance on this issue and decided that they would no longer offer eggs from caged birds in their stores.  They are Waitrose and Marks and Spencer.

Questions to discuss

1. Do you think supermarkets should make decisions about what to stock based on ethical considerations or should they not make any decisions which reduces consumer choice?

2. Is consumer choice more important than the welfare of animals?

3. Should supermarkets offer free range eggs for the same price as battery eggs in order to encourage people to choose the ethical option?

4. Do you think Waitrose and Marks and Spencer (or other supermarkets) might continue with this trend and remove other items from their shelves?  What kind of items might also be removed?

5. How far should consumer choice be taken?  Should we be able to buy dog steaks, rhino burgers and giant panda rissoles in our supermarkets if we so wish?

6. Do you think supermarkets should always deliberate over the ethics of every product before they stock it?  For example, should they stock meat only from pigs who have not been kept tethered?  Should they continue to stock veal or pâté de foie gras?

7. Do you think that society has a responsibility to ensure the well-being of animals, and if so can this be done while we farm animals for food?

Have a look in your local supermarket and see if there are any products on their shelves that you would rather they didn’t stock.  It might be factory-farmed meat or eggs or venison or ostrich; it might be something entirely different but it must be something you genuinely feel should not be on sale.  Write a letter to the supermarket urging them to reconsider their stance on this issue and see if you can bring about consumer change!

Supermarkets Addresses

ASDA House
Southbank
Great Wilson Street
Leeds
LS11 5AD
The Co-op

Sandbrook Park
Sandbrook Way 
Rochdale
OL11 1RY

Marks & Spencer

Chester Business Park

Wrexham Road

Chester

CH4 9GA

Sainsbury's Supermarkets Ltd
33 Holborn
London
EC1N 2HT
Somerfield Stores Ltd

Somerfield House

Whitchurch Lane 

Whitchurch

Bristol BS14 0TJ
Tesco Customer Service
PO Box 73
Baird Avenue
Dryburgh Industrial Estate
Dundee
DD1 9NF
Waitrose 

Customer Service Department
Waitrose Limited
Doncastle Road
Bracknell
Berkshire
RG12 8YA






� http://www.ciwf.org.uk/home/news_eggs.html


� http://www.ciwf.org.uk/campaigns/primary_campaigns/egg-laying.html


� http://www.ciwf.org.uk/campaigns/primary_campaigns/egg-laying.html







