First published in International Poultry Production volume 24.3

ENZYMES: Alternative solutions
for AGP free poultry production
As the industry’s search for the most
effective alternatives to in-feed antibiotics
continues, one thing seems clear,
promoting positive gut health in the
animal is essential to achieving optimal
cost and performance. Gut health,
described by Stephan Bischoff, is a
balancing act that involves achieving
homeostasis in interactions between the
animal’s gut microbiome, immune
function and nutritive processes.
Can enzymes be part of the solution?

An increasing number of trials
demonstrate the impact nutrition has on
the animal’s gut health and performance.
Enzymes are a key nutritional
consideration and player in these effects.
Exogenous enzymes are categorised
according to the substrates they target,
exogenous xylanases target the soluble
and insoluble arabinoxylans in cell walls.
Use of xylanase has multiple benefits,
from releasing encapsulated nutrients
such as starch and protein from the cells
to reducing the viscosity of the digesta,
both leading to improvements in
digestibility (Choct, 2006). Non-starch
polysaccharide (NSP) content in animal
feed is one variable needing to be
managed as it affects satiety, gut motility,
nutrient digestion and absorption, as well
as changes in gut microbiota. The
breakdown of NSPs by xylanase can
create a positive environment for
beneficial bacteria to grow by reducing
viscosity and producing small oligomers.
Recent scientific studies shed light on
enzymes’ effectiveness in maintaining a
stable gut environment by favouring host
and beneficial microflora and creating
specific conditions detrimental to the
growth of non-beneficial bacteria.
The mechanism of action behind the
effectiveness of enzymes differ in the
upper and lower gastrointestinal tract
(GIT). In the upper GIT, exogenous
enzymes increase the digestibility of
nutrients, leading to a reduction in the
availability of indigestible substrate for
microbial growth. Furthermore, viscosity
of the chyme is also reduced when
feeding viscous grains such as wheat or
barley, increasing the passage rate of
digesta. These conditions lead to a
reduced microbial population in the upper
GIT, consequently reducing the threat of
proliferation of non-beneficial bacteria.
While degrading viscous β-glucans and
arabinoxylans from wheat and barley,
small oligomers and free sugars are
produced and some of these are poorly
absorbed in the upper intestinal tract.
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These oligomers and sugars are utilised
by certain beneficial bacteria in the hind
gut leading to increased volatile fatty
acids (VFA) production and containment
of proliferation of non-beneficial bacteria.
Choct et al (1999) found that VFA
production was lower in an enzyme
treated group in the ileum, while in
contrast in the caecum VFA production of
the enzyme treated group was higher
than the control. These results underline
the earlier mentioned degradation of fibre
fractions into smaller oligomers and
sugars which are fermented further down
the tract in caecum. This shift can benefit
intestinal health and microbial balance in
the lower GIT.
These effects were evident in several
published studies, showing higher
performance of the animals along with
reduction of non-beneficial bacteria in the
GIT. Amerah et al (2012), showed a
significant reduction in Salmonella
prevalence in broilers, when xylanase
was added to the diet. Some studies also
reported positive effects of xylanase
inclusion on gut barrier function when
birds were challenged by C. perfringens
(Liu et al 2012).
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Enzymes are known for their effects on
the anti-nutritional factors in the feed,
however, their impact on the gut
environment, and consequently on gut
health is receiving growing attention.
The ability of enzymes to boost animal
performance, reduce feed cost and
positively affect the gut environment and
health, support their use as an important
feed additive in the post-AGP era.
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PHYTASE CHOICE AND DOSING:
SEPARATING FACT FROM FICTION
Despite widespread use of phytase in
poultry diets there still remains a lack of
clarity regarding how to maximise value
by selecting the best phytase and dose.
In this article we will separate fact from
fiction regarding the value of different
phytases and doses.
All phytases work economically at
high doses – Fiction
The value of a phytase dose can be
affected by many different factors
including the source of the phytase
chosen. The latest generation of phytase
products (e.g. Buttiauxella phytase) offer
higher efficacy in dealing with phytate
and phytate-protein complexes. They
also work at increasingly lower pH levels
to ensure speedier and more complete
degradation of phytate earlier in the
digestive tract. As a result, this next
generation product offers available
phosphorus release values that are 50%
higher than the older generations at the
same analysed phytase inclusion level.
It is important to choose a phytase
that degrades phytate rapidly and
more efficiently at low pH – Fact.
To eliminate the anti-nutritional effects of
phytate it is important to degrade it as
quickly and as completely as possible in
the upper gastrointestinal tract of the
animal. The Buttiauxella phytase has an
optimal pH that better matches the pH
level found in the proventriculus and
gizzard of a broiler, where pH can be as
low as 2.5 and feed has a residency time
of 40-60 minutes.
Feed type must be taken into account
when selecting a phytase dose – Fact
There is strong evidence that feed type
and the efficiency of a high phytase dose
are linked. Research shows that a new
generation phytase more than doubles
the rate of phytate degradation in a diet
with average phytate levels. This effect is
amplified in diets with higher phytate
levels. Research also demonstrates that
phytase not only improves digestibility of
phosphorus but can also significantly
increase fibre digestion.This is because
phytate and fibre are present in a matrix
in the feed and therefore any impact on
either phytate or fibre will relax the matrix
and impact hydrolysis of both. Hence
response to a high dose of phytase may
be influenced by the presence of other
feed enzymes and their impact on
antinutrients. More recently discussions
have focused on impacts of calcium to
phosphorus ratio on phytase efficacy.
Reductions in phosphorus digestibility
due to phytase addition have been
observed when increasing the calcium to
phosphorus ratio. This is thought to be
due to higher amounts of calcium ions
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having more opportunity to chelate with
phytate hindering the phytase’s access to
it. A higher dose of phytase would likely
overcome this effect by hydrolysing the
phytate molecules before they bind with
calcium. The use of the latest, more
efficacious phytases has been shown to
be unaffected by changes in calcium level.
High doses always work well in all
ages of animals – Fiction
Performance improvements using a high
dose of phytase are more consistently
seen in young animals than in older
animals and poultry. Benefits of a high
phytase dose are influenced by animal
age, gut physiology and differences in
available diets/ingredients. In young
animals, higher dietary phytate levels are
typically seen (e.g. due to inclusion of
high-protein meals) where a quick
removal of phytate can result in strong
performance benefits. Differences in gut
physiology, including pH and digesta
transit time, between young and older
animals can also explain some of the
different responses to phytase dose that
can be observed. At the same time, older
animals may benefit from a high dose if
specific ingredients (e.g. high phytate
and fibre ingredients) or nutrients
(minerals such as calcium) are included
in the feed.
High doses of phytase increase
myo-inositol levels which improves
performance – Fiction
Research studies have shown phytase
can effect myo-inositol levels in the blood
and affect parameters such as serum
glucose and serum lipids in poultry.
Conclusive evidence for the complete
dephosphorylation of phytate in feed
does not exist so the mechanism is
theoretical.
Conclusion
In my opinion, the question is not
necessarily whether phytase is beneficial
at a higher dose; rather it is, when can a
dose-specific recommendation bring
maximum value? Phytases should be
strategically applied at levels appropriate
for delivering the greatest benefit to
poultry producers dealing with particular
species, dietary and other conditions.
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