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THE GENETICS
OF GROWTH
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Department of Poultry Science

The rapid growth rate of the
commercial broiler can be traced
to advances in knowledge in nutri-
tion, physiology, disease control,
and genetics.

In the period from 1940 to 1960,
the broiler chicken changed from a
3-pound bird marketed in 16
weeks to a 3.50-pound bird mark-
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eted in 8 weeks, with total con-
sumption of more than 12 pounds
of feed. In 1990, the broiler chick-
en is marketed at 3.50 to 4.25
pounds, and requires 6.50 to 8.0
pounds of féed — a conversion
rate of about 1.88 pounds of feed
per pound of gain — whichis a 100
percent improvement in efficiency
in 30 years.

The consequence to the con-
sumer is that today’s broiler costs
less per pound than it did in 1940.
During the same period, the value
of the dollar has declined by about
300 percent.

While some of this tremendous
increase in efficiency can be attri-
buted to better nutrition and man-
agement, the greatest effect has
been the result of genetic progress.
However, associated with this
rapid growth rate is an increase in
the fat content of the carcass, espe-
cially in the abdominal area.

This increase in fat is wasteful to
the grower and processor, and —
in today’s health-conscious socie-
ty — distasteful to the consumer.
When chickens are bred to grow
more rapidly, they are also bred to
have larger appetites. In fact, up to
90 percent of the rapid growth can
be attributed to the bird’s willing-
ness to eat more, even when the
digestive tract is partly full.

In the laboratory of Dr. Guy
Barbato, assistant professor of
poultry science at Penn State,
researchers are studying the inheri-
tance of growth rate and how this
relates to appetite. With very sen-
sitive instruments, they can mea-
sure minute quantities of the brain
chemicals that control the appetite
of the bird, relate the levels of these
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chemicals to daily gain, and, most
importantly, show how these
chemicals influence the amount of
fat distributed in the carcass.

By studying genetic stocks dif-

fering in growth characteristics,
the researchers will be able to
understand the relationship
between growth and appetite, and
eventually manipulate the fat
levels in the finished product.

Ag Conservation
Banquet Held

EBENSBURG (Cambria Co.)
— The annual conservation ban-
quet sponsored by the Conserva-
tion District, ASCS, SCS, FmHA,
and the Bureau of Forestry was
held here on April 24, 1990.

James McMullen, director, con-
servation and environmental pro-
tection division, ASCS, was guest
speaker for the event. Coming
from a farm background in
Armagh, Indiana County, PA.
McMullen previously was an
ASCS district director and north-
east area director, ASCS office in
Washington, D.C.

Mixing humor and fact,
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McMullen discussed aspects of
the 1985 Food Security Act relat-
ing to conservation. He empha-
sized the importance of protecting
groundwater and planting trees.

Greater flexibility in crop plant-
ing, income protection, and an
extension of the Conservation
Reserve Program through 1995
may be aspects of the 1990 Farm
Bill farmers can anticipate.

McMullen noted that everyone
can actively conserve natural
resources if they recycle, avoid lit-
tering, and conserve water. He
stressed the importance of team-
work in the environmental age.

The Conservation District then
presented John and Dave Shoe-
maker of T&E Farms, RD Ebens-
burg with the District’s Outstand-
ing Farmer Award. The Shoemak-
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