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Cattle Corner     
Organic Livestock and Poultry Standards 

Final Rule
by Jade Archer, Certification Specialist

T he long-awaited Organic Live-
stock and Poultry Standards 
(OLPS) rule, which promotes an-

imal welfare practices, was published by 
the National Organic Program (NOP) in 
November 2023 with an effective date of 
January 12, 2024. All certified operations 
will need to comply by January 2, 2025, 
with a few exceptions to poultry opera-
tions.

Poultry operations have four additional 
years, until January 2, 2029, to imple-
ment outdoor stocking density for broil-
ers and laying hens, indoor stocking 
density for broilers only, soil/vegetation 
requirements for laying hens and broil-
ers, and exit area requirements for layers 
and broilers. 

Over the past two decades, there has 
been overwhelming support for stronger 
animal welfare standards in the organic 
regulations. Before implementation of 
OLPS, the language addressing animal 
welfare was vague, and interpretations 
have been inconsistent across organic 
certifiers. The new rule will add neces-
sary detail to six key areas: poultry in-
door/outdoor stocking density, poultry 
access to soil/vegetation, indoor and 
outdoor living conditions, preventative 
health care practices, physical altera-
tions and euthanasia, and transport and 
slaughter. OLPS also adds regulations 
specific to avian and swine species. 

The additional details outlined by OLPS 
will help producers and certifiers inter-
pret and consistently apply the organic 
livestock regulations, ensuring fair com-
petition between producers and bolster-
ing consumer confidence in the organic 
label. Many of the new requirements are 
in line with other animal welfare require-
ments, lessening the need for organic 
farmers to hold both organic and animal 
welfare certifications. 

OLPS adds 17 new terms, which sup-
port a common understanding of the 

definitions. New terms include: indoor 
space, outdoor space, induced molting, 
non-ambulatory, perch, pullets, religious 
slaughter, stocking density, and vegeta-
tion. Eight of the 17 terms are defined as 
prohibited physical alterations including: 
beak trimming, caponization, cattle wat-
tling, de-beaking, de-snooding, dubbing, 
mulesing, and toe clipping. The organic 
regulations permitted physical altera-
tions of animals “as needed to promote 
the animal’s welfare and in a manner 
that minimizes pain and stress.” Now, the 
OLPS final rule elaborates and prohibits 
the eight types of physical alterations be-
cause of animal welfare concerns. OLPS 
also clarifies the conditions under which 
operations may perform physical altera-
tions on livestock. Physical alterations 
may be performed for identification pur-
poses or the safety of the animal. Altera-
tions must be done at a young age for the 
species, and in a manner that minimizes 
the animal’s pain and stress during and 
after the procedure. 

The following physical alterations are 
prohibited: 
•	 In poultry: de-beaking, de-

snooding, caponization, dubbing; 
toe clipping of chickens; toe clipping 
of turkeys unless with infra-red at 
hatchery; and beak clipping (after 10 
days of age). Induced molting is also 
prohibited. 

•	 In ruminants: tail docking, wat-
tling, and face branding of cattle; 
tail docking of sheep shorter than 
the distal end of the caudal fold; and 
mulesing of sheep. 

•	 In swine: Needle teeth clipping and 
tail docking are restricted activities 
but they are not prohibited in all cas-
es. They may only be performed in 
response to documented instances 
of harm, and only with documenta-
tion that alternative harm-preven-
tion steps failed. Teeth clipping, if 
performed, is limited to the top third 
of each needle tooth. 

§ 205.238 Livestock care and production 
practices standard.
The new rule requires producers to cre-
ate written health-care plans in their Or-
ganic System Plan (OSP), which certify-
ing agents must approve. Written plans 
must demonstrate the following: 

•	 How lameness is actively monitored 
within the herd or flock and that 
producers undertake timely and ap-
propriate treatment and mitigation 
strategies. Lameness can be an issue 
in various livestock species, includ-
ing broilers, sheep and dairy cattle. 

•	 How internal parasite problems in 
livestock are minimized. The plan 
must include preventive measures 
such as pasture management, fecal 
monitoring, and emergency mea-
sures in the event of a parasite out-
break.

•	 A plan for euthanizing sick or in-
jured livestock suffering from irre-
versible disease or injury. Inhumane 
methods of dispatching animals are 
strictly prohibited. 

The final rule separates the organic 
regulation’s livestock living condition 
requirements into two distinct sec-
tions: one for mammalian and one for 
avian species. The distinction acknowl-
edges that these types of animals have 
different physiologies and require unique 
husbandry practices. 

§ 205.239 Mammalian and non-avian 
livestock living conditions.
This section of the rule describes the 
requirements for livestock shelter and 
allowed instances of temporary con-
finement for both ruminants and swine. 
Shelter must have sufficient space for 
animals to lie down, stand up, and fully 
stretch their limbs and allow livestock to 
express their normal patterns of behav-
ior over a 24-hour period. Specific allow-
ances for a variety of cattle barns have 
been added, including tie-stall barns and 
stanchion barns, as long as an operation 
uses them in a way that is compatible 
with organic production. Because tie-
stall and stanchion barns do not allow an 
animal to turn around, an operation can-
not leave an animal tied up in this type 
of indoor space for more 
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than 24 hours. Mammalian livestock may 
be housed for part of the day in stalls as 
described in the OSP as long as they have 
complete freedom of movement during 
significant parts of the day for grazing, 
loafing and exhibiting natural social be-
havior. Operations must describe their 
practices in their OSP and how the use of 
these structures comply with the regula-
tions, and certifiers must verify practices 
through inspection. 

OLPS allows for the individual hous-
ing of young animals until the weaning 
process is complete. Animals must have 
sufficient room to turn around, lie down, 
stretch, get up, rest and groom them-
selves. In addition, individual pens for 
young stock must be designed so that an-
imals can see, smell, and hear each other.

 

T emporary confinement al-
lowances have been clarified 
through OLPS, particularly for 

the purpose of breeding livestock. Live-
stock may only be confined for the time 
required for natural breeding or to per-
form artificial insemination. A group 
of livestock may be confined before the 
procedures and while individual animals 
are bred; afterward, the group must be 
returned to living spaces that allow out-
door access. Livestock must not be con-
fined to observe estrus, or after breeding 
to confirm pregnancy. 

 
OLPS confirms that facilities such as 
auction barns and fairgrounds must be 
certified organic in order for organic ani-
mals to be sold. However, the new rule 
clarifies an exception for youth-run live-
stock sales. Organic animals that were 
under continuous organic management 
may be sold as organic animals at youth 
fairs, even if the sales facility is not certi-
fied organic, provided all other require-
ments for the organic management of 
livestock are met.  

New swine living condition require-
ments do not permit the use of gesta-
tion crates, farrowing crates or other 

confinement systems in which swine are 
housed individually in stalls that do not 
allow for sufficient space and freedom 
to lie down, turn around, stand up, fully 
stretch their limbs, and express normal 
patterns of behavior. Swine must be 
group housed, with three exceptions: 
•	 Sows can be individually housed at 

farrowing and during the suckling 
period, except that gestation and 
farrowing crates are prohibited.

•	 Boars may be individually housed 
to reduce the likelihood of fights and 
injuries.

•	 Swine may be individually housed 
after multiple documented instances 
of aggression or to allow an individ-
ual pig to recover from a document-
ed illness. 

Certified operations should not use in-
dividual housing as the only remedy to 
aggressive behavior in swine. Operations 
should also attempt to mitigate aggressive 
behavior by modifying practices or living 
conditions that could reduce this behav-
ior. If these fail to correct the behavior, 
swine may be individually housed. 

OLPS recognizes that rooting is a natural 
behavior that organic swine producers 
must accommodate.  As a result, rooting 
materials must be provided at all times, 
except during the farrowing and suckling 
period. Rooting can be done in soil, deep-
packed straw or other materials. Swine 
are not required to have access to soil or 
vegetation; however, if a swine producer 
chooses to allow swine to have access to 
the soil as a rooting material, then the 
producer must maintain vegetative cover 
that is appropriate to the season, the local 
environmental conditions, and the natu-
ral rooting behavior of swine. 

§ 205.241 Avian living conditions.
Organic broiler operations already certi-
fied or certified within one year following 
the effective date of the final rule have 
an additional four years to comply with 
the indoor and outdoor stocking density 
requirements and the outdoor space re-
quirements related to soil and vegetation.

Organic layer operations already certi-
fied or certified within one year following 
the effective date of the final rule have an 
additional four years to comply with the 
outdoor space requirements for layers 
concerning outdoor stocking density, soil 
and vegetation.

Organic avian operations already certi-
fied or certified within one year following 
the effective date of the final rule have an 
additional four years to comply with the 
exit area requirements for avian opera-
tions.

T he new section for avian liv-
ing conditions requires certified 
organic operations to establish 

and maintain living conditions that ac-
commodate the well-being and natural 
behaviors of all avian species. 

Specific requirements include: 

•	 Lighting requirements: For layers 
and fully feathered birds, producers 
may provide artificial light for up to 
16 continuous hours per day. Op-
erations must provide at least eight 
hours of continuous darkness per 
day. Artificial light should be lowered 
gradually to encourage hens to move 
to perches or otherwise settle for the 
night. Operations are not permitted 
to manipulate the light spectrum to 
increase feed intake or growth rates.

•	 Exit areas: Avian systems must be 
designed so birds have ready access 
to outdoor areas and are able to re-
turn indoors to roost in the evening. 
Producers must provide exit doors 
of sufficient number and size to en-
able all birds to access outdoor and 
indoor areas. The standard for exit 
doors is set at 1 linear foot of exit 
area space for every 360 birds. If an 
operation does not provide this ratio, 
it may still comply with the require-
ment if its exit areas enable all birds 
to readily access outdoor areas. 

•	 Perches: Perches must be provided 
at a rate of 6 inches per bird for all 
laying hen housing. All layers must 
be able to perch at the same time, 
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except in aviary housing, which 
must provide 6 inches of perch space 
for 55% of the flock. Perches are not 
required for broilers.

•	 Ammonia level monitoring: Pro-
ducers must monitor ammonia lev-
els in each poultry house at least 
weekly by taking measurements at 
the height of the birds’ heads and 
implement practices to maintain 
ammonia levels below 20 parts per 
million (ppm). If ammonia levels 
exceed 20 ppm, producers must 
implement additional practices and 
monitoring to reduce ammonia lev-
els below 20 ppm. Ammonia levels 
must not exceed 25 ppm. 

Poultry Indoor Stocking Density 
Producers must calculate indoor space 
accurately to ensure that their housing 
systems meet the minimum stocking 
density requirements listed below. The 
total area of the indoor space is calcu-
lated by including the square footage of 
all flat areas in a house, excluding nest 
boxes. Elevated round perches, for ex-
ample, are not flat areas and could not be 
included as indoor space. 

Laying Hens:
•	 Mobile housing: 4.5 pounds of bird 

per square foot or 1.5 square feet per 
bird. 

•	 Aviary housing: 4.5 pounds per 
square foot or 1.5 square feet per bird. 

•	 Slatted/mesh floor housing: 3.75 
pounds per square foot or 1.8 square 
feet per bird. 

•	 Floor litter housing: 3 pounds per 
square foot or 2.2 square feet per 
bird.

•	 Other housing: 2.25 pounds per 
square foot or 3 square feet per bird. 

Pullets:
•	 3 pounds per square foot or 1.7 square 

feet per bird. 

Broilers: 
•	 5 pounds of bird per square foot or 2 

square feet per bird.  

Indoor space must include areas that al-
low for scratching and dust bathing, with 
an exception for mobile housing. For mo-
bile housing, producers may meet this 
requirement by providing scratch areas 
and dust bathing areas outside of the 
mobile housing. For other types of indoor 
housing, litter or bedding such as wood 
shavings or straw must be provided in-
doors and bedding must be maintained 
in a dry condition. Indoor avian housing 
with slatted/mesh floors must provide 
at least 15% solid flooring to allow birds 
indoors to engage in natural behaviors, 
including scratching and dust bathing, 
without crowding. 
Poultry Outdoor Stocking Density
Outdoor space must be provided at a 
minimum rate as follows: 
•	 For layers: 2.25 pounds per square 

foot or 3 square feet per bird. 
•	 For pullets: 3 pounds per square foot 

or 1.7 square feet per bird. 
•	 For broilers: 5 pounds per square 

foot or 2 square feet per bird. 

Outdoor areas for poultry must have a 
minimum of 75% soil, and the soil por-
tion of the outdoor area must include 
vegetative cover. Vegetative cover must 
be maintained in a manner that does not 
harbor rodents and other pests, such as 
through mowing. The amount of vegeta-
tion present will depend on the season, 
climate, geography, species, and the stage 
of production. A maximum of 25% of the 
outdoor area may be gravel, concrete or 
surfaces other than soil.             

B irds may be confined from the 
outdoors based on inclement 
weather, including when air tem-

peratures are under 32 degrees F or above 
90 degrees F. Broilers can be confined for 
the first four weeks of life and pullets can 
be confined for the first 16 weeks of life. 
Pullets may also be confined from the 
outdoors for nest box training, provided 
that birds are not confined any longer 
than required to establish the proper be-
havior and must not exceed five weeks 
over the life of the bird. 

§ 205.242 Transport and slaughter.
OLPS adds an entire new section of the 
rule dedicated to transport and slaughter 
of livestock. Certified organic livestock 
must be clearly identified as organic 
and must be fit for transport. Calves 
must have a dry navel cord and be able 
to stand and walk without human assis-
tance. Additionally, adequate and sea-
son-appropriate ventilation is required 
for all livestock trailers to protect animals 
against cold and heat stress. Bedding 
must be provided on trailer floors and 
in holding pens to keep livestock clean, 
dry and comfortable. For transport that 
exceeds eight hours, the operation must 
describe how organic management and 
animal welfare will be maintained. Han-
dlers who slaughter organic livestock 
must be in compliance with the Federal 
Meat Inspection Act, the regulations re-
garding humane handling and slaughter 
of livestock, and the regulations regard-
ing ante-mortem inspection. Handlers 
who slaughter organic poultry must be 
in compliance with the Poultry Products 
Inspection Act requirements, unless de-
termined exempt. 

MCS will be working to incorporate 
the new rule into our policies, practice 
manual, inspection reports and Organic 
System Plan. Livestock specialists will 
be training inspectors and working with 
producers to verify compliance with 
OLPS is met by January 2025. If you have 
any questions or concerns about OLPS, 
please reach out to your certification spe-
cialist at MCS. 
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