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BACKGROUND

Fast-growing broiler chicken breeds are essential for the economic 
viability of many chicken farms. One of the most common and 
efficient meat birds used across production settings is the Cornish 
Cross, which reaches processing weight in 7-8 weeks. Rather than 
being a breed in the strict sense, Cornish Crosses are available from 
multiple hatcheries under slightly different names (ex. Cornish 
Rock and Cornish X) and have different, proprietary genetics, 
though all are originally derived from a cross of the Cornish and 
White Plymouth Rock chickens. 

While the Cornish Cross was bred for barn production, many 
farmers including Anna & Shae Pesek and Ashley & Zach Wenke 
commonly use them for pasture production. However, the Cornish 
Cross is considered to be poorly suited for pasture. The birds do 
not exhibit much foraging behavior, can get too hot and do not 
move around much, especially when they are nearing processing 
weight. Farmers also commonly report significant differences 
in Cornish Cross performance across hatcheries, which can be 
frustrating. 

In 2025, both the Peseks and the Wenkes were interested in trialing 
genetically different broiler chickens to see which performed best 

Broiler Chicken Breeds on Pasture

In a Nutshell:

•	 Anna & Shae Pesek and Ashley & Zach Wenke raise chickens on pasture. Like many farmers, 
they raise Cornish Crosses, a modern, fast-growing breed. 

•	 The Peseks have observed high rates of Deep Pectoral Myopathy (DPM, also known as “green 
wing”) in their Cornish Crosses. This disease is caused by ligament injury due to excessive 
wing flapping and leads to valuable cuts of meat being unmarketable. They decided to 
conduct a trial comparing green wing incidence in Cornish Crosses and White Rangers, a 
new breed that is related to the Cornish Cross but heartier.

•	 The Wenkes have observed differences in bird performance when raising Cornish Crosses 
from different hatcheries. They decided to test whether Cornish Crosses from Metzer 
and Welp hatcheries performed differently in terms of average daily gain and green wing 
incidence.

Key Findings:

•	 The Peseks found that White Ranger chickens had significantly lower rates of DPM (16%) 
than their Cornish Crosses (24%).

•	 The Wenkes found that Cornish Rocks from Welp hatchery did not size up as quickly as 
the Cornish Crosses from Metzer hatchery. There were also significantly more Welp birds 
rejected by the processor. 

•	 Both farms faced challenges with experimental design during this trial. The Peseks were 
unable to raise different birds breeds simultaneously, and neither farmer was able to get 
individual bird weights from their processors. Future poultry trial plans will have to address 
these challenges.
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Anna and Shae Pesek’s pastured poultry tractor setup.
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in their pastured poultry setups. In Anna Pesek’s words, both farms were motivated by their desire to have “data to make decisions 
about production while maintaining our bottom line.” They each conducted different trials based on their own research questions and 
the changes they were interested in making to their practices.

The Peseks decided to compare performance of Cornish Crosses with White Rangers. White Ranger is a newly available breed that 
is closely related to the Cornish Cross but is supposed to be hardier. In addition to observing differences in growth rate and habits 
between the two breeds, the Peseks were particularly interested in tracking rates of deep pectoral myopathy (DPM) between the two 
breeds. This condition is necrosis of the deep pectoral muscle that is thought to be caused by wing flapping restricting the blood supply 
to the muscle [1]. DPM is not visible until the chicken is deboned, and it makes the breasts and tenders unsellable. DPM historically 
has significantly affected the economics of the Peseks’ operation; in 2024, the Peseks saw DPM in about 15% of one batch of chickens 
processed in late fall.

The Wenkes were initially interested in also experimenting with the White Rangers, but hatchery closures during the 2025 avian flu 
outbreak made it impossible to get the chicks. Instead, they decided to dig into question they have had for a while: do Cornish Crosses 
from different hatcheries perform differently? They ordered Cornish Crosses from Metzer hatchery and Cornish Rocks from Welp 
hatchery and tracked bird weights and green wing incidence across the two groups. 

METHODS

Design

The Peseks’ processor could not separate different varieties of 
chicken at processing time, so they had to raise the different birds 
in different batches. They raised four different groups of birds over 
the course of the summer; two of White Ranger and two of Cornish 
Cross. They tracked the number of birds affected by DPM in each 
group. Group management dates are shown in Table 1. 

The Wenkes raised their chickens in two groups simultaneously. 
They raised the birds in separate tractors. Their processor was able 
to separate the two varieties and report weight data on each group 
individually. Group sizes and management details are shown in 
Table 2. 

Neither processor was able to provide individual bird weights to 
the farmers. This means that we could not say whether birds from 
one treatment weighed statistically more than the other. Getting 
individual chicken weight data is important for statistically 
rigorous experimental design, but most processors run chickens 
over a scale that tracks cumulative weight of the group. This is a 
significant hurdle for farmers who do not do their own processing 
and want to trial poultry production methods. 

Data Analysis

We used a proportion test at a 90% confidence level to determine if there were significant differences in DPM rate or bird survival rate 
between chicken breeds (Pesek) and hatchery sources (Wenke) [2]. If the proportion test determines that one group outperformed the 
other, the farmer can expect the same results to occur 90 out of 100 times under the same conditions. We could perform this type of 
analysis because the Peseks and the Wenkes kept everything except for chicken breed the same when raising the two groups of birds. 

TABLE 1: Trial management details at Anna & Shae Pesek’s in 2025.

BATCH 1 BATCH 2 BATCH 3 BATCH 4

Breed
Cornish Cross  

(Metzer Hatchery)
White Ranger  

(Freedom Ranger Hatchery)
White Ranger  

(Freedom Ranger Hatchery)
Cornish Cross  

(Metzer Hatchery)

Chick arrival date May 7 May 20 June 25 July 3

Number of chicks 
per group 140 357 242 279

Locker date June 20 July 30 Sept. 16 Sept. 12
Days to 
processing 44 71 83 71

Anna and Shae Pesek continued to find DPM (bruising on wing in middle bird) in 
both Cornish Crosses and White Rangers that were processed during the heat of late 
summer.  
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Peseks found that their White Ranger chickens 
had significantly lower rates of DPM than their 
Cornish Crosses. Across both groups of birds raised 
at different times, the White Rangers has a DPM rate 
of 16% while the Cornish Crosses had a DPM rate of 
24%. Complicating matters is the fact that most of the 
differences between the DPM rates was driven by a 10% 
rate of DPM in the second batch of White Rangers, 
processed Sept. 16, while the batch processed in the heat 
of summer had a rate of 20% (Figure 1). Interestingly, 
the Peseks noticed that the meat proportions were quite 
different than they are used to on the White Rangers, 
with “significantly smaller breasts than the Cornish 
Crosses, but much nicer leg quarters!”

The Peseks noted that the White Rangers were clearly 
slower growing, but that is not necessarily a deal-
breaker for them. “We started the trial ’slow growth 
curious’ with the White Ranger and continue to feel 
that way.” However, they are going to need to do more 
research before they decide whether to change breeds. 
This trial did not include an in-depth analysis of feed 
consumption or feed conversion ratios. “Conducting this 
trial and looking at the results has certainly increased 
our desire to continue looking into our chicken breed 
decision making. A financial analysis will be important 
for us to look into, in addition to the data shared here."

The Wenkes found that significantly more of the Welp 
Cornish Rocks died or were otherwise unable to be 
processed (13 birds) compared to the Metzer Cornish 
Crosses (0 birds). Ashley Wenke also reported that from 
the time the birds were moved outside, the Metzer birds 
appeared more uniform in size than the Welp birds. The 
Welp birds were not all uniformly to size on the chosen 
processing day, so the Wenkes kept them for longer 
than the Metzer birds. After an additional 8 days, the 
Welp birds weighed the same on average as the Metzer 
birds (6.03 and 6.04 lb, respectively). They conclude 
that they “will continue to use Metzer and the Cornish 
Cross birds over other genetics of meat birds.”

Both farms reflected that the support of a PFI trial was instrumental in allowing them to experiment with their meat chicken 
enterprises. Anna Pesek wrote “while we have been curious about White Ranger chickens, without the structure and support of PFI's 
Cooperators’ Program, we aren't sure if we would have decided to try them. Trying a need breed takes on risk, financially and otherwise! 
We appreciated having an opportunity to try these birds out, mitigate some of the risk, and have real data to compare.” Ashley Wenke 
similarly writes that the trial gave them a framework for testing their suspicions about the quality of different Cornish crosses. “It can 
always be blamed on weather since meat birds are so fickle but since we had the batches at the exact same time it is a for sure thing that 
the Metzer Cornish Cross are healthier and produce a better weight in the timeframe.” 

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

While the Wenkes continue to be happy using the Cornish Crosses, other PFI farmers including the Peseks will continue looking into 
alternative breeds to raise on pasture. In 2026, five farmers will conduct trials comparing Cornish Crosses to White or Red Rangers. 
This time, they are focused on feed conversion ratios and economics of growing the different breeds. 

TABLE 2: Trial management details at Ashley & Zach Wenke’s in 2025.

CORNISH CROSS CORNISH ROCK

Hatchery Metzer Welp

Chick arrival date Sept. 2 Sept. 3
Number of chicks 
per group 250 250

Final weighing date Oct. 27 Nov. 4

Days to processing 55 63

FIGURE 1. Rate of Deep Pectoral Myopathy (DPM) in Anna and Shae Pesek’s chickens by 
group in 2025. Columns represent the rate of DPM for each group. Asterisk (*) indicates that 
the White Ranger group processed on Sept. 16 had a significantly lower rate of DPM than the 
other three groups of chickens at the 90% confidence level.
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PFI COOPERATORS’ PROGRAM
PFI’s Cooperators’ Program helps farmers find practical answers and make informed decisions through on-farm research projects. 

The Cooperators’ Program began in 1987 with farmers looking to save money through more judicious use of inputs. 
If you are interested in conducting an on-farm trial contact Stefan Gailans @ 515-232-5661 or stefan@practicalfarmers.org.
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APPENDIX – WEATHER CONDITIONS

FIGURE A1. Modelled mean monthly temperature and rainfall in Coggon, IA and Montezuma, IA during the 
study period and the ten-year historic averages. Data is from the NasaPOWER climate dataset [3], [4].   


