Investing in free range
egg production with an
integrated aviary system
Liam Armistead has been working on his
parent’s farm since he left school. The
family had already built up a successful
recycling business to augment their
cattle herd. However, a few years ago he
decided that he wanted an
agricultural venture for his own family.
International Poultry Production finds
out why the family decided to start
free-range egg production and more
about the new multi-tier unit he put up
this year.

ynn and Brian Armistead bought Sinkall
Farm near Barrow in Furness, England in
2003. Liam’s grandfather had been a pig
farmer but the family decided to start a
beef herd on the 210 acres. “There are only
120 head of Limousin suckler cows now,” he
described, “but we still grow our own
barley.”
As a means of diversification the family
started a skip hire and recycling business,
which has grown year on year. “I am
involved in both areas but I wanted to do
something different and my family to have
their own business,” Liam explained.
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“We chose free range egg production, as it
was something that my wife Lucy and I
could manage together. After taking five
years to get planning permission we are
finally there!”
The hen house
They started building the house in May 2016
and the birds were placed on the 5th of
August. “It is a Potters Poultry Integrated
Aviary System for 10,250 hens,” Liam stated.
“I received quotes from several suppliers
but Potters Poultry were the only potential
suppliers who stuck with us until we finally
got planning.” He said that as they were
that committed before they started, he felt
that their customer service must be
excellent. “I preferred the integrated aviary
rather than a more traditional type system
as it suited the building due to its
flexibility.”
This decision then naturally progressed to
going with the full ‘Potters Package’ of
purchasing both equipment and pullets.
The land where the unit was built was
previously pasture and arable, so they first
put it all to grass. “We have fenced off

areas in order to plant 300 trees,” Liam
explained.
“We’ve put in firs to start with, in order to
get some cover quickly but we plan to plant
some native species later.” He intends to
muck out and wash the house himself,
allowing three weeks.
“Our vets are St David’s Poultry Team who
have assisted us on our bird health plan and
we have been very pleased with the advice
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offered. “We’ve hung up vitamin D pecking
blocks and they have had two lots of multivitamins.”
First flock
The Potters reared flock are currently 39
weeks old; Liam and Lucy have been very
pleased with their performance so far. “We
are really happy,” he enthused. “The egg
weights are increasing and I cannot fault the
birds.” He went on to say that they ranged
very well in general, although the wind
could bring them closer to the house.
“Along with the pecking blocks we’ve also
hung up empty plastic milk bottles with
black spots painted on them,” Liam
described. “This has given them plenty to
do and we haven’t had any pecking issues.”
As part of the Potters Package a member
of the Potters Poultry field team visited the
farm every week for the first six weeks.
“They are now coming fortnightly and help
us to weigh the birds as well as checking
the system,” Liam enthused. “We have just
dropped the lights down to reduce the
intensity in order to prevent pecking.”
“The performance of the Armistead’s first
flock is off the scale,” congratulated Simon
Bowden from Potters’ field support team.
“The packer was also very complimentary
about his results.”
“They are forward thinking and hardworking, which makes them great people to
work with,” reinforced Olivia Potter, Farms
Director. “It is fantastic to see the birds
doing so well and it is particularly
impressive as they are so new to the
industry.”
Marketing
The Armistead’s eggs are Lion Code and
RSPCA assured. “They are all sold to J.
Rainford and Sons, Pennine Eggs,” Liam
stated. “I spoke to them when we first

Table 1. Current flock performance.
Parameter
Flock size
Breed
Flock age
Production
Peak production
Mortality
Feed intake

10,250
Lohmann Brown
39 weeks
97%
98% at 23 weeks
1%
107-117g/bird/day

Body weight

1834g

Average egg weight

63.3g

considered moving into egg production and
thankfully they were still happy to take our
eggs when we finally got started.” The
company supply a number of supermarkets
locally.
“We bought a Prinzen egg packer, which
puts the trays on pallets, then we stack
them,” he said. “Lucy and I do all of the
packing.”
The future
As well as managing the hens, Liam also
works with the cows and in the recycling
business, with his father.
“He employs 14 members of staff,” Liam
detailed. “And he now has five wagons and
350 skips.” He confided that he would like
to see the egg production grow as well.
“Maybe one day we will put up another
shed,” he considered. “First we would think
about extending the existing one, which is
why we chose the system we did.”
With the integrated system it is possible
to extend by removing the end of the
system and then adding more to the
middle.
“Obviously we have to raise the capital
first but it could become a 20,000 bird
unit,” Liam said. “I have spoken to the
packers and they see scope for growth,
particularly if everyone goes ‘cage-free’.”
In terms of challenges they have a close
eye on egg prices. “They have come down a
bit recently, whilst feed prices have
increased £40-50 per tonne since we
started,” he calculated. “Breaking even is a
concern but I have confidence that the
situation will improve.”
Liam and Lucy are new members of
BFREPA (British Free Range Egg Producers
Association) and are looking forward to
learning even more about free-range
production from their involvement.
“I am pleased that we got into egg
production and am very happy with how it
is going so far.”
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