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Introduction

IN SHARING WITH YOU MY EXPERIENCES and research, and the results of my collaborations with poultry professionals, I hope to foster an appreciation for chickens as pets, to promote a better understanding of chickens’ unique physical attributes and care requirements, and to empower you to keep chickens confidently.

Most modern backyard chicken keepers were not raised with chickens in our yards. We didn’t inherit The Family Chicken Textbook from our forebears, but even if we did, advances in science and the intense study of poultry around the world in the past century would render obsolete much of what might have been passed down. I want to help you enjoy your pet chickens—worry less, better understand their needs, avoid common pitfalls, recognize problems, spend wisely, and know where to turn if you need professional help.
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I hope that you experience years of enjoyment from your chickens’ personalities, social interactions, and beauty, and that you will share your enthusiasm for them with friends and family.



Caring for these peculiar animals is a little less intuitive than cats or dogs. When we keep uncommon pets without access to experienced veterinarians, we find ourselves at the mercy of free information. As backyard chicken keeping has grown in popularity, so has a small industry willing to take your money in exchange for products and information of dubious benefit and safety. Healthy pet chickens do not need gimmicks or a steady supply of supplements, herbs, or additives to be healthy or to improve the quality of their eggs, their plumage, their immune systems, or their happiness.

I want to help you become an educated consumer of chicken-care information and products to protect your flock and your wallet. My hope is that you will ask questions and demand answers supported by evidence and not allow buzzword-loaded rhetoric cloaked in feel-good terms like “natural” and “herbal” obscure common sense. If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.

Chickens are best served by keeping their care simple: provide them with a complete commercial feed, clean water in clean containers, plenty of clean, dry living space, and good biosecurity (see chapter 7).

In the pages that follow, I do not tackle the advantages and disadvantages of every flock management issue or predicament a chicken keeper might face. This is not a book about raising meat birds, showing chickens, or breeding flocks. It’s not a how-to guide for starting a commercial poultry farm, a manual for commercial egg sales, or a handbook detailing every possible ghastly disease. Rather, my intention is to provide enough guidance to help you avoid painful learning curves and make informed decisions for your chickens.

Where generalizations are made, I invite you to apply common sense to extrapolate the obvious exceptions. There are few hard-and-fast rules for correct methods; along the way, you will find what works for you and change your tack as you become more knowledgeable and experienced.

I hope that you experience years of enjoyment from your chickens’ personalities, social interactions, and beauty, and that you will share your enthusiasm for them with friends and family.

Maybe you’ll even inspire a few new chickeneers along the way!
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First Things First

WHY KEEP CHICKENS?
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FRANKLY, WHY NOT KEEP CHICKENS? WHY MUST
there be a statement of intent when it comes to raising chickens? Nobody ever asks, “Why keep a dog?”
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Raising chickens is a hobby teeming with unique rewards, but there are several factors to consider before taking the plunge into backyard chicken keeping. The hens in the front row are a Columbian Wyandotte and Barred Plymouth Rock. Hens in back are, from left, a Black Copper Marans x Wheaten Marans, a Partridge Plymouth Rock, and a Partridge Cochin.
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Clean eggs fresh from the nest boxes are more beautiful, flavorful, and often more nutritious than their store-bought counterparts.



Although there are many good reasons to keep chickens, there is certainly no deep, philosophical rationale or altruistic objective required. Not only do chickens produce nutritious food and valuable garden fertilizer, but they also offer chemical-free pest control, educational opportunities, and the most unexpected benefit: a capacity to enrich the lives of their caretakers. Chickens are the new family dog.


Fresh Eggs from Humanely Raised Hens

Home-raised hens living in spacious, clean conditions with access to fresh air and grass to graze produce eggs that are fresher, better tasting, and often more nutritious than their commercially farmed counterparts. Raising chickens also promotes the humane treatment of food-producing animals and a local, sustainable food system.




Pets, Companions, and Therapy Animals

Companionship, entertainment, stress reduction, and comic relief set today’s chickens apart from our forebears’ flocks. They are not relegated to the Sunday soup pot when they are injured any more than we would think to eat our dogs or cats. They are appreciated for their distinct personalities and their curious social interactions with each other. Pet chickens are routinely used as therapy animals for individuals with a wide array of emotional, physical, and other life challenges, as well as companion visitors to the elderly in health and retirement facilities.




Education

Too many children suffer the illusions that eggs magically appear in cartons in the supermarket and chickens are nugget-shaped. Backyard chickens provide opportunities for children to understand where food comes from and contribute to its production. Watering, feeding, and egg collecting are all chores children can manage while experiencing valuable life lessons in responsibility, the circle of life, and compassion for animals.




Organic Gardeners and Exterminators

Chickens are green pets! They eat a variety of weeds and problem insects, making backyards and water supplies safer than those where toxic insecticides and pesticides are applied. Given the opportunity, they gladly till, turn, aerate, and enrich gardens with homemade, nitrogen-rich fertilizer.




Are Chickens for Me?

Some people say keeping chickens is less work than raising a dog. Others claim it’s a lot of work. Chicken care requires some lifting, shoveling, and cleaning, but these tasks can be made more efficient with consumer goods for backyard chickens and methods I will share in this book that have worked for me. I believe that when your hobby is chicken keeping, the necessary tasks you do because you love your pets don’t feel burdensome. Most days, my most relaxing moments occur while I’m cleaning the chicken yard!



Chickens do require attention several times a day. At a minimum, chickens need to be tended to in the morning and locked inside the coop at night. It can be difficult to find a competent chicken-sitter. If you travel often, chickens are probably not the right pet for you.

The costs of getting started and continuing with chicken keeping are as variable as the costs of transportation—you can walk, ride a bike, take the subway, buy a 1972 Chevy Nova, or purchase a Learjet. Chickens can drink out of mud puddles and survive on a woefully inadequate diet, but they will not be healthy, produce eggs well, or live long. I suggest constructing or purchasing the best coop, poultry nipple drinker, and treadle feeder you can as early in the process as possible. Compared with the less expensive alternatives, each product will save you money and time in the long run while keeping your chickens healthier.

If you start with a small flock, the endeavor will be manageable and your flock can expand as you become comfortable with their needs and your routine, and confident in your ability to handle any issues that arise. Chickens are rewarding, entertaining pets like no other. If you want to and you’re able to keep chickens, do it!
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Chickens are the new family dog. These are my Little Chicken Chicks: MaryKate and Sophia.




Are Chickens Legal Here?

Before diving in, read your local zoning codes to determine whether chicken keeping is permitted on your property. You’d think that as a bar-admitted attorney in my state, I might have thought to read the zoning code in my farm town prior to getting my first chickens, but it never crossed my mind. My neighbor had kept three horses and a small flock of chickens on a lot the same size as ours, so it never occurred to me that keeping chickens might not be legal in our neighborhood—but it was. I had called the town clerk’s office to ask whether a building permit was required to build a coop and was told it was not—but it was.



Failing to read zoning codes and ordinances myself was a mistake. Misinformation from town employees doesn’t help when a notice of violation from the zoning department arrives at the front door, which it did. Over a period of several years, I defended a lawsuit brought by the town attempting to force me to get rid of my chickens; although I ultimately beat City Hall, the battle was costly. With the lawsuit in the rearview mirror, I charged ahead with efforts to legalize backyard chickens in my town, succeeding in spite of persistent political resistance.

The rules that govern chicken keeping are different in every jurisdiction. Consult a local attorney who practices municipal law in your town or, absent that luxury, read the zoning regulations and municipal codes that apply to your specific property, including health codes, noise ordinances, and roaming animal laws. Building officials and land record clerks are ordinarily happy to help residents determine their property zone and applicable regulations, but read the documents yourself.


Things I Wish I Had Known Before I Got Chickens

In the hope of sparing some growing pains for those about to embark on chicken keeping, I asked my Facebook fans to help compile a list of things we wish we had known before getting our first chickens.

• Do your homework … chickens are a commitment. They can live 8, 10, 15 years or longer.

• Don’t assume that it’s legal just because others in the neighborhood are doing it. Research permit requirements, flock limits, and rooster restrictions. Don’t be afraid to petition local government to change the law.

• A hen does not necessarily lay an egg every day. Many factors play a role in this—some you can influence, others … not so much.

• When purchasing female chicks, remember that vent sexing (see “Vent Sexing” in chapter 5) is only 90 percent accurate. Have a plan for roosters that cannot be kept.

• Do it right the first time—don’t cut corners.

• Coop placement is important—shade in summer, dry location in rainy climates!

• “People-friendly” coops and runs are easier to clean and maintain.

• Install removable roosts and droppings boards for easier cleaning.

• Their habitat will never be complete!

• Buy or build a bigger coop than you think you need. Chicken math is real.

• Buy from a reputable, National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP)–certified breeder or hatchery—not an auction or swap.

• Chicken wire is not predator-proof—use hardware cloth!

• A hen’s most productive egg-laying years are her first two. After that, production declines.

• Chicken scratch is not chicken feed.

• Chickens will take dust baths in the location you least want them to.

• Do not underestimate how much you will love them and how much they will change your life. You may wish you had gotten chickens years ago!

• And a personal favorite, from Tiffany M.: “Make sure they are signed up for The Chicken Chick’s blog and ‘like’ her on Facebook.”
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I believe that when your hobby is chicken keeping, the necessary tasks you do because you love your pets don’t feel burdensome. Many days, my most relaxing moments occur while I’m cleaning the chicken yard!



If the zoning code is silent with respect to backyard chickens, do not assume you are allowed to keep chickens! Many zoning codes are “permissive use” regulations—in other words, if the code does not specifically state that you are allowed to keep chickens, you cannot. Look for a “Land Use Table” within the document, a tipoff that it is a permissive use code.

If chickens are permitted on your property, additional issues to investigate include any limit on the number of chickens; rooster restrictions; permit requirements; waste management regulations; and coop location specifics, such as setbacks from neighboring property lines, streets, or homes. In addition, most homeowner associations have bylaws that govern animal keeping—be sure to read them.

If you choose not to comply with regulations that prohibit keeping chickens, understand the potential consequences of getting busted and, in fairness to the chickens, have an exit strategy.
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Use social media channels and traditional media outlets to raise awareness, educate the community, and rally support for backyard chicken keeping. Regularly communicate important dates and information with supporters.




Changing the Law

If your jurisdiction does not permit chicken keeping and you’d like to pursue a change in the law, don’t count on appealing to lawmakers’ common sense—our society has become so far removed from raising our own food that most have no idea what keeping a few chickens involves. Learn the lawmakers’ backgrounds and biases, attend a public hearing to observe personalities and protocols, and then prepare a strategy to debunk the usual misconceptions with persuasive evidence about housing, chicken behavior, and neighborhood impact.



Understand the current law and its history, which will be important points of argument during hearings. Most families raised chickens in the early twentieth century before zoning regulations existed in the United States, and those that didn’t were encouraged by the U.S. government during World War I to keep chickens as a “patriotic duty”! Early twentieth-century lawmakers could not have anticipated a need to grant permission to raise small food-producing animals for personal use, and so most zoning codes therefore contain no provisions about chickens.

Demonstrate how silly it is to micromanage pet chickens by gathering data to compare how dogs are regulated in your municipality and surrounding towns. Email animal control officials, police department administrators, and zoning enforcement officials requesting annual complaint statistics about barking and roaming dogs and any comparable chicken complaints.

Lawmakers are typically receptive to public pressure—encourage neighbors, local officials, news outlets, and animal advocacy groups to attend hearings and email officials. Social media is an invaluable tool for communicating with and acquiring supporters to attend hearings. Invite agriculture experts and university poultry extension service specialists to hearings to address lawmakers’ concerns.

Enforcement is a legitimate issue, one that usually falls within the jurisdiction of animal control, police, and health departments. Nuisance and health codes ordinarily address smell, noise, and other sanitation concerns. There will always be abuses of any standard, but a few bad actors should not give rise to regulations that micromanage pets.

When you are finally ready to make your argument, present facts and statistics to deflate arguments the opposition always makes and submit copies of supporting documents to each lawmaker during the meeting. Finally, dress appropriately—don’t wear T-shirts, ball caps, shorts, or overalls if you want to be taken seriously.


Backyard Chicken Facts and Myths

When arguing your case to lawmakers, take the wind out of the opposition’s sails by dispelling commonly held misconceptions, which will be driven by emotion and fear. The facts will speak for themselves.

Myth: Chickens are dirty and smelly.

Fact: Chickens are clean animals that spend hours every day meticulously preening to maintain good hygiene. Chickens do not smell—animal waste smells. When managed properly, no odors emanate from a chicken yard. Five hens produce approximately 5 ounces of valuable garden fertilizer daily compared to the average dog, which generates approximately 12 ounces of pathogenic, noncompostable feces a day.

Myth: Chickens hurt property values.

Fact: There has never been evidence supporting this claim; in fact, the opposite has proven true. A review of a Forbes list of the top ten U.S. housing markets appreciating in value showed all ten permit chicken keeping. Most chickeneers take pride in their chicken yards, landscaping and even decorating them for holidays.

Myth: Chickens are noisy.

Fact: Hens are not ordinarily noisy and roosters are no noisier than barking dogs.

Barking dog at 1 yard = 70–100 dB

Lawnmower at 1 yard = 107 dB

Rooster at 1 yard = 48 dB

Intermittent daytime noises are a normal part of living in any community, and regulations should not discriminate against any species or gender within a species. Any noise concerns about rooster crowing should be addressed in the same manner as barking dog concerns are addressed.

Myth: Chickens require a lot of land.

Fact: Chickens require no acreage to be well kept. Residents of all major U.S. cities keep chickens with no acreage at all. The number of chickens that a family could responsibly raise in a backyard is much more than most families want to keep.

Myth: Chickens attract rodents and predators.

Fact: Wild animals and vermin reside in every neighborhood and are attracted to food sources such as wild bird feeders and garbage cans. Chicken keepers spend a lot of money safeguarding their pets and their expensive feed from animals.

Myth: Chickens are kept only for egg production, so limits on flock size should be calculated by the number of eggs a family needs.

Fact: Chickens are kept as pets, therapy animals, hobby show birds, 4-H project animals, for egg color variations, and to preserve heritage breeds in danger of extinction. Most hens do not lay an egg every day. All hens are affected by seasonal lighting changes, stress, and age, peaking in productivity in their first 2 years of egg laying. Chicks hatched this spring may produce no eggs during autumn and winter of their third year. There is no reasonable justification for placing arbitrary limits on head counts—it’s expensive to keep pet chickens, and hen hoarding is not endemic to the backyard chicken-keeping community.
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Housing Essentials

CREATING A HEALTHY, COMFORTABLE HOME
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SO YOU’VE DETERMINED THAT BACKYARD CHICKENS
in your municipality are allowed. Maybe you even helped influence changes to local chicken-keeping laws. You’ve consulted with family members and promised to handle the less glamorous chores. Now you can get your chickens, right? Wrong!
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A Dominique hen takes a rest in front of one of my two coops. I recommend making your coop at least twice the size you believe you’ll need.



First, you need a coop. The time to build or buy the coop is before the chickens arrive. Featherweight baby chicks will rapidly become dusty, poop-generating machines you’ll want to evict from your house in a matter of weeks.

Whether you’re building or purchasing a chicken coop, certain features are essential for a high-functioning living space. Chickens do not care about whimsical decor, curb appeal, or the cost of their coop. The cost of a poorly designed coop can be sick chickens, behavioral problems, and overall frustration with what should be an enjoyable and rewarding experience. Any coop design will be tweaked along the way, but by keeping the important features in mind, you can avoid the major pitfalls.


The Coop: Size Matters

Hear me now, believe me later: the coop should be at least twice the size you believe you’ll need. Chickens explore their world with their beaks, and the closer they are to one another, the more likely they are to pick at an emerging pinfeather or an insect on a flockmate’s body, which can result in a minor skin wound that can become a life-threatening injury. Crowded chickens may also begin aggressively picking at each other to enforce their positions in the flock hierarchy. Additions are made to every flock sooner or later, so plan accordingly.



Ideally, chickens will spend time inside the coop only to sleep and lay eggs. All other activities should occur outside. Allow at least 4 square feet per bird inside the coop. Free-range flocks can manage with a bit less indoor space because they spend most of their time outside. Confined flocks that reside primarily in an enclosed run, however, should be afforded as much space as possible.


LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION

When plotting the coop’s location, imagine how difficult it will be to get to the coop to care for the flock in the worst weather. Consider the proximity of the coop to the closest water source and food storage area. In cold climates, shoveling snow, hauling water, carrying feed, and collecting eggs can be major burdens if the coop is difficult to reach.



Anticipate weather-related challenges based on climate. In a rainy, wet climate, it’s best to position the coop at the top of a sloped yard and avoid low-lying areas that can flood. In a hot climate, locate the coop in ample shade. Frigid winters? Seek natural windbreaks to protect the flock from harsh winds. In areas that experience both very cold and very hot seasons, favor a shady location because it’s more difficult for chickens to keep cool in the heat than to stay warm in the cold.

Raising the coop a few feet off the ground creates valuable outdoor space underneath, providing shade in hot weather, a dry location in the rain, and a hiding spot for birds seeking solitude. Elevating the coop also protects the bottom from moisture and wood rot. Protect chickens underneath the coop with hardware cloth fencing all around. Chicken wire will not protect chickens from predators.
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Every inch of the coop should be easily accessible to caretakers, both for ease of cleaning and for handling a sick or injured chicken in need of attention.




ACCESS

Every inch of the coop should be easily accessible to caretakers, both for ease of cleaning and for handling a sick or injured chicken in need of attention.



To enter and exit the coop, chickens use a small “pop door” measuring approximately 12 inches wide by 14 inches tall that opens into the run. A ramp generally leads from the threshold down into the run. A second, people-sized door leading into the coop provides access to human housekeepers and waitstaff. A third door leading from the yard into the chicken run should be tall enough for people to enter without incurring regular head injuries. Finally, an egg door allows eggs inside nest boxes to be accessible from outside the coop.


[image: Image] Rachel recommends

A SPARE KEY! Many a chicken keeper (including yours truly) has had the misfortune of locking themselves inside the coop or run. This invariably occurs when home alone and without a cell phone. Formulate a human escape plan before you need it.



ROOSTS

Plan for 8 to 12 inches of roost space per bird inside the coop. Position roosts at least 12 inches from the nearest parallel wall, 18 inches from each other, and no more than 2 to 3 feet high unless a ladder or ramp is provided. Install roosts higher than nest boxes. Chickens instinctively seek roosts as high off the ground as possible, so if nest boxes are higher than the roosts, chickens will sleep (and poop) in the nest boxes and eggs will be laid in an unsanitary environment.



Roosts are commonly made from 2×4 lumber, which can be suspended with joist hangers for easy removal, cleaning, and periodic replacement. I don’t believe it matters which side of a 2×4 faces up—either way, chickens can cover their feet in cold weather. Tree branches approximately 3 inches wide are fine too. Closet dowel rods, PVC pipe, and similarly slick, narrow, cylindrical objects are inadvisable because they require more balance and can cause pressure points on the feet, leading to foot pad infections.
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Don’t worry when hens bicker over one nest box or when several sit in it simultaneously—it’s the hen equivalent of women visiting the ladies’ room together.
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Roosts can be suspended with joist hangers for easy removal, cleaning, and periodic replacement. Install roosts higher than nest boxes. Chickens instinctively seek roosts as high above the ground as possible. If your nest boxes are higher than the roosts, chickens will sleep—and poop—in the nest boxes.
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Nest box curtains are more than just an interior design statement—they offer laying hens the privacy they instinctively seek.




NEST BOXES

Hens prefer laying their eggs in dark, private places. The desire for privacy is likely an evolutionary adaptation resulting from the need to hide their potential offspring and hatched chicks from predators. Nest boxes inside the coop provide a good measure of security for laying hens as well as a common, clean spot for them to deposit their eggs.



Provide one nest box for every four chickens. These can be at floor level or higher, as long as they are lower than the roosts. Elevated nest boxes, however, free up valuable floor space, as do built-out nest boxes that are external to the coop. A typical nest box size is 12×12×12 inches. Here, the options are limitless: clean, empty kitty litter containers, 5-gallon buckets with a lip, upcycled baskets, and even gutted computer monitors all work!

Because a hen squats when laying an egg, nest box bottoms should be cushioned. They can be padded with a variety of materials, from pine shavings to plastic nesting pads or chopped hay/straw/zeolite blends. Hens seem to enjoy rearranging nesting material, but its more important function is to protect eggs from breaking, not humoring the hens. I don’t use or recommend regular straw due to its propensity to harbor mites and mold and cause crop impaction.


Nest Box Herbs

Adding colorful, aromatic dried herbs to a nest box is a fun way to spruce up the coop. However, despite trendy claims that herbs tossed inside the coop or grown around it offer a multitude of beneficial properties (anti-inflammatory, antibacterial, antioxidant, antiparasitic, calming, laying stimulant, natural deworming, rodent-repelling, stress-relieving, etc.), they do not. At best, the strong scent may offend some smaller insects, but it does not discourage mites and lice.

A word of caution: fresh herbs should not be placed on nest bottoms where warmth and humidity from a hen’s body can hasten decomposition and encourage mold growth.


Nest box curtains offer laying hens more privacy. Curtains can be made of a variety of materials: cotton blends, old linen napkins, empty feed sacks, and more. They can be stapled to the nest boxes or hung with curtain rods. To facilitate entering and exiting the nest boxes, cut vertical strips into the material from the bottom up.

If possible, hang curtains before new pullets occupy the coop. Older hens that have lived in a coop without nest box curtains may be wary of them initially, but once they have inspected the nest boxes and deemed them safe, they will appreciate the privacy upgrade.

In addition to privacy, nest box curtains have other benefits:

• They keep broody hens and eggs out of view, reducing the likelihood of a laying flock turning into a setting flock. The power of maternal suggestion is strong, and seeing a collection of eggs in a nest is all it takes to encourage others to set.

• They discourage egg eating. It may come as a surprise to learn that chickens will eat eggs out of the nest boxes, a habit that is difficult to break and easily taught to other flock members. The less visible the eggs, the less tempted chickens are to eat them.

• They protect laying hens from pecking and cannibalism by keeping their reproductive parts concealed during egg laying. When laying an egg, a portion of a hen’s reproductive tract momentarily becomes visible as it escorts the egg out of the vent. An innocent passerby witnessing this spectacle may be drawn to the exposed tissue and peck at it, causing injury to the laying hen.


VENTILATION AND LIGHT

Excellent airflow through the coop is important in all seasons. Install as much ventilation as high up on the walls as possible. This will facilitate the continuous elimination of moisture and harmful ammonia gases from droppings and will introduce fresh air into the coop. For maximum air exchange, place functioning windows on all four sides of the coop in addition to either open gables, ridge vents, a cupola, or large air vents toward the top of the coop’s walls. In cold weather, adjust ventilation based on prevailing winds to avoid drafts on the birds.



Functioning windows not only provide critical air exchange but also maximize natural light inside the coop. Hormones responsible for egg production are triggered by light, so let it in! Most prefab chicken coops fail miserably in the window and ventilation departments—do not hesitate to take a reciprocating saw to the walls of the coop and add more! Always make windows predator-proof by covering them with hardware cloth secured with screws and washers, not staples.


FLOORING AND LITTER

Solid floors are much better for chicken health, safety, and sanitation than wire-bottomed floors. Wood floors can be protected from moisture and rot by covering with inexpensive linoleum, which also facilitates coop cleaning. Seal linoleum around the edges with silicone caulk for added moisture protection. A lip installed at door thresholds prevents litter from spilling out.



The drier and cleaner the coop, the healthier the environment for the flock. Litter, also misleadingly referred to as bedding, is the material placed on the coop floor to keep it dry and facilitate cleaning. Chickens do not ordinarily sleep in the litter, so it doesn’t matter whether we perceive it as soft and cozy. Its primary purpose is to keep the coop dry.

Proper litter management is a key to healthy backyard chickens. Litters that don’t perform well can lead to disease, bumblefoot, frostbite, parasites, flies, unnecessary work, and a slow leak in one’s wallet. The most common and effective litter materials are pine shavings, chopped straw/chopped hay blends with zeolite, and sand. Each manages moisture in a slightly different way. Regular, unchopped straw should never be used due to its notorious lack of absorbency and tendency to harbor mites, cause crop impaction, form manure mats, and grow mold, which puts chickens at risk for a respiratory disease known as aspergillosis.

Pine shavings are a good choice, but scientific research and personal experience have proven sand to be the better litter. It drains water brilliantly and dries rapidly, resulting in lower bacterial and fungal levels. It’s economical, easy to maintain, and will not decompose. For healthy chickens, sand is the litter superstar!

Sand is not a novel chicken litter concept. Poultry visionary Charles Weeks wrote of the benefits of sand in his 1919 book Egg Farming in California: “Sand is the only material to use on the floors of poultry houses. Clean, dry sand prevents any bacteria from starting. Clean, sharp sand is the freest from dust and easy to keep clean, as the droppings lay on top and are easily lifted off.”
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For maximum air exchange, place functioning windows on all four sides of the coop in addition to open gables, ridge vents, a cupola, or large air vents toward the top of the coop’s walls.



Studies at the Auburn University Poultry Science Department comparing pine shavings to sand found sand had lower moisture levels and, because it’s inorganic, lower bacterial and fungal counts. If sand looks cleaner than other litter options, that’s because it is cleaner. Maryland poultry veterinarian Dr. Annika McKillop states, “I advise all of my clients to go from shavings to sand. … Sand decreases coccidiosis problems because the parasites require warm, damp environments with oxygen. Chickens are able to acquire a natural immunity to coccidiosis gradually without contracting the intestinal disease from an overpopulation of disease-causing oocysts promoted by wet litter.”

Sand desiccates droppings and it does not retain moisture or decay, which means less risk of respiratory infection, fly activity, bacterial growth, and frostbite. In addition, there is no increased risk of crop impaction with sand. In fact, sand is beneficial to the digestive tract because it is used as grit in the gizzard to break down fibrous foods.

Due to its high thermal mass, sand maintains more stable coop temperatures. The Auburn studies showed that sand keeps coops cooler in the summer and warmer in the winter. And in inclement weather, sand is dry and dust bath–ready! In wet or muddy outdoor conditions, eggs are cleaner because hens’ feet are cleaned and dried while walking through sand inside the coop to reach nest boxes.

Sand is easily cleaned with a kitty litter sifter. It very infrequently requires wholesale replacement. Removed annually or biannually, sand can be washed, sun-dried, and reused, making it super eco-friendly. The minimal amount of sand that goes into the compost with sifted chicken droppings requires no decomposition, resulting in compost that’s a great amendment to clay-heavy soils and contains a higher percentage of valuable, nitrogen-rich manure than compost made with other litter types.

The correct sand to use for litter (and dust baths) goes by many names, including washed construction-grade sand or river sand. Sand should consist of variable particle sizes through which water drains readily; it is typically sifted and washed, rinsing away the finest particles. By contrast, play sands are manufactured by crushing quartz, which creates fine, dusty particles that are easily inhaled and pack closely together, impeding drainage.

Sand can be used on coop floors that are cement, dirt, or wood. I use approximately 4 inches of sand inside the coop and as much as a foot in the run. Sand in the run or chicken yard is especially ideal in wet climates because water drains through. Periodic turning with a shovel or rototiller keeps well-traveled and wet areas mobile.

Sand can be purchased in bulk relatively inexpensively at garden centers and through landscaping companies. Typically, newly delivered sand will be moist from washing. If this is the case, or if the sand becomes moist from rain, melted snow, or spilled drinking water, a few passes with a rake will facilitate drying.

The one disadvantage of sand is its weight. Sand is heavy and may not be a feasible option for those with physical limitations or in large, mobile chicken tractors.

Regardless of litter type, it is infinitely better not to keep drinking water inside the coop. Encourage outdoor activity and a healthy coop by placing water and feed in the run. This will also limit rodent activity and significantly reduce the fly population inside the coop.
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The correct sand to use for litter (and dust baths) goes by many names, including washed construction-grade sand or river sand. Sand should consist of varied particle sizes through which water drains readily; it is typically sifted and washed, rinsing away the finest particles.




DROPPINGS BOARDS

A droppings board is essentially a shelf underneath roosts that catches droppings overnight. It can be permanently affixed or removable for easy cleaning, and is typically scraped down each morning into a bucket before composting. I use a 12-inch taping knife and a big bucket to clean the droppings boards in my two coops, and it makes quick work of the task.



For ease of cleaning, some droppings boards are painted, covered in linoleum, or lined with empty feedbags. Alternatives to traditional, shelf-like droppings boards include plastic boot trays, feedbags, or waterproof canvas material fashioned into a sling suspended underneath the roosts. Even sheets of newspaper or puppy training pads placed on the floor will do the trick.

I view droppings boards as a chicken coop necessity: they eliminate the primary source of moisture, ammonia, and odor from the coop, solving many of the most common coop-management problems, such as flies, respiratory problems, intestinal diseases such as coccidiosis, and frostbite.

One of the first signs of a sick chicken is abnormal poop, and droppings boards provide the invaluable opportunity to assess the health of the entire flock at a glance each day. And because chickens tend to occupy the same roost position each night, identifying the bird that generated the abnormal poop is simplified. In removing most of the day’s droppings from the coop before it hits the floor, the litter stays cleaner longer, which means more time to sit and socialize with the flock!

One instance in which a chicken keeper may not wish to utilize droppings boards is when employing the deep litter method of chicken waste management, which calls for droppings and litter material to compost inside the chicken coop.
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I view droppings boards as a chicken-coop necessity: they help easily eliminate the primary source of moisture, ammonia, and odor from the coop, solving many of the most common coop management problems.




The Run

A chicken run is an enclosed, outdoor area ordinarily attached to the coop. Go BIG on the chicken run! Confined birds spend most of their days in it; free-range birds will need it in foul weather. Allocate a bare minimum of 10 square feet per bird in the chicken run for confined flocks. As with the coop, free-range flocks will be fine with less space.



Chickens must have ample elbow room to fend off boredom and obesity, and avoid behavioral problems such as feather picking and egg eating. A roomy run offers the space and opportunity to exercise that does not exist inside most coops.

I recommend sand as the substrate in the chicken yard for the same reasons and with the same maintenance program cited in the “Flooring and Litter” section. With confined flocks, it is best to relocate the run to clean land at least every few months to reduce exposure to disease-causing pathogens and parasites.
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HIT THE LIGHTS Although an electrical supply to the coop can be great for powering fans, water heaters, and lights, remember that chickens require at least 8 hours of darkness every 24 hours. Fewer than that can result in reproductive dysfunction and behavioral problems. All hens need their beauty sleep!


University of Connecticut poultry professor Dr. Michael Darre recommends an alternative setup that involves digging out approximately 18 inches of earth then filling with a 6-inch layer of sand covered by 1/4-inch hardware cloth topped by 6 inches of coarse gravel, a second layer of 1/4-inch hardware cloth and then 6 inches of pea stones. This creates a very washable and sanitary “floor” that reduces the number of parasites and pathogens in the run. Provide a small sandbox filled with washed construction-grade sand to encourage dust bathing.


WALLS AND DOORS

Run walls and doors are commonly framed using pressure-treated wood to withstand years of outdoor exposure. For maximum security, use 1/4- or 1/2-inch hardware cloth for the walls, secured to the wood frame with screws and washers. Hardware cloth rolls are 3 feet wide, so to construct a 6-foot wall you’ll need two widths for each section. Use zip ties to join sections of hardware cloth where necessary. Chicken wire is not predator-proof and will not create a secure run (see chapter 3 for more information on hardware cloth installation best practices).
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A spacious chicken run is essential for healthy, happy chickens. Provide a bare minimum of 10 square feet per bird in the run.




ROOF

Make it a priority to construct a roof on the chicken run. This provides shelter in inclement weather, shade in the heat, and protection from climbing and aerial predators. Even partial overhead coverage is better than none. Absent a roof, chicken wire or poultry netting secured over the run can offer protection from aerial predators, but it won’t help keep the flock dry in wet weather or safe from climbing predators.




ROOSTS OR PERCHES

Roosting areas in the chicken run create additional vertical space for confined chickens. Add roosts, ladders, chairs, and tree stumps in and around the run.




FEEDERS AND WATERERS

Feeders and waterers should be placed outside the coop in the run to keep coop litter drier and healthier for the flock while reducing the risk of attracting rodents and predators inside the coop and creating a hospitable environment for pathogens and parasites. If keeping the feeder and waterer in the run is not a viable option, install wall-mounted or hanging units to maximize floor space.




DUST BATHING AREAS

In an activity known as dust bathing, chickens dig shallow ditches in the ground, dredge themselves in the loose sand or dirt, and then shake it off along with old skin cells and hitchhiking insects. Chickens also dust bathe to relax, socialize, and cool off in hot weather. Few chicken activities are as entertaining to witness as a dust bath.



Although chickens ordinarily dig their own dusting holes, if they’re confined to a hard-packed yard or run, you should provide some loose, dry dirt or sand. There is no need to concoct a special mixture. In fact, commonly suggested “recipes” for dust baths include additives that run the gamut from wood ash to road debris to diatomaceous earth—all unnecessary and dangerous to varying degrees. Wet wood ash creates lye, which can burn skin; road debris often contains salt and other toxins. And diatomaceous earth is dangerous in high-dust environments when inhaled by humans and chickens (see “Diatomaceous Earth Hazards: The Cut and Dry Truth”). So keep it simple and safeguard their immune systems, delicate mucous membranes, and sensitive respiratory systems.
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In an activity known as dust bathing, chickens dig shallow ditches in the ground, dredge themselves in the loose sand or dirt, then shake it off along with old skin cells and hitchhiking insects. This is one reason sand is ideal for the chicken run.
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Dried herbs or flowers such as peppermint, lavender, and chamomile are safe options for adding pleasant smells to a coop or nest boxes, but they’re no substitute for a good cleaning.





NO SUBSTITUTES FOR CLEANLINESS Avoid liquid “freshening sprays” inside the coop. As enticing as it may sound to have the scent of citrus, lavender, or vanilla inside the coop to mask less pleasant smells, liquid sprays add unwanted moisture to the coop, which facilitates the release of ammonia from droppings, actually making it smell worse and creating an unhealthy environment for chickens. If you can smell ammonia, then it exists in concentrations high enough to burn your chickens’ eyes, cause foot infections, and compromise respiratory health. If the coop is stinky, clean it.

 



Chicken Chores and Maintenance

Now that you’ve feathered your flock’s nest, you’ll want to establish a routine for chicken care and housekeeping. Here are some general guidelines that I like to follow:




DAILY TASKS

• Empty and sanitize open waterers before refilling with clean water (I use 1/4 teaspoon of Oxine per gallon of water).

• Open the pop door first thing in the morning to let chickens out into the run.

• Check nest boxes for cleanliness and replace any dirty nesting material.



• Check around the coop and run for signs of burrowing predators and holes in fencing or hardware cloth.

• Observe flock members for changes in appearance or behavior that may require attention.

• Check that poultry nipple waterers (see chapter 6) are working properly.

• Check feeders and oyster shell dispensers, topping off as needed.

• Scrape droppings boards clean and compost droppings.

• Remove and replace any wet litter from the coop and run.

• Remove droppings in sand with a kitty litter scoop.

• Collect eggs at least once a day, more if possible.

• Remove open feeders at night to discourage predators and pests.

• Close and lock all coop and run doors after the birds are roosting at dusk, but before sunset.


Diatomaceous Earth Hazards: The Cut and Dry Truth

Food-grade diatomaceous earth, or DE, is a naturally occurring, fossilized mineral dust with microscopic, razor-sharp edges that act as a mechanical insecticide by slicing into insects’ bodies, absorbing their fluids, and dehydrating them to death. I do not use or advocate the use of food-grade DE with backyard chickens for any reason. The assurance that DE is a “natural” product lulls users into a false sense of safety about its regular application. “Natural” does not mean inherently safe for every use—consider that arsenic and mercury are natural too.


Respiratory Hazard

Regularly breathing the crystalline silica in DE is known to cause cancer and chronic pulmonary disease in humans. In fact, Material Data Safety Sheets written by manufacturers of food-grade DE caution users to avoid inhaling dust, to use local exhaust ventilation and respirators, and to wear coveralls and safety goggles when applying it. A look at commonly articulated reasons for using DE with chickens reveals several things: it’s unnecessary, it’s unsafe, and it’s ineffective for the purported benefits.
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Food-grade diatomaceous earth kills indiscriminately, eliminating beneficial insects and posing health hazards to chickens and humans.



DE is a respiratory hazard to chickens too, and is known to create scar tissue on the lungs that impairs respiration. DE in the coop or dust bath ensures its constant presence in the air, so even if it wasn’t a hazard to chickens, the constant presence of airborne, respirable DE particles in a chicken yard ought to scare the tar out of humans. Yes, it’s natural; yes, it’s organic; and yes, it’s cancer causing when inhaled in sufficient amounts over time.


Immune System Suppressant

While we typically think of the immune system as working inside the body, skin is the largest organ of a chicken’s immune system and its first line of defense against pathogens and disease. Skin acts as a barrier against pathogens and other potentially harmful substances, retains vital fluids and gases, and alerts chickens to the proximity of potential threats with its network of highly sensitive nerve endings.



The immune system also includes the mucous membranes in the mouth, vent, eyes, and ears, which possess populations of beneficial microflora charged with defending ports of access from invasion by pathogens. DE dries these moist membranes, disrupting the microflora and rendering the bird vulnerable. DE’s drying effect also robs chickens of the natural oils needed to maintain feather condition. Think about it: if the insecticide action of DE is to cut into insects’ hard exoskeletons and dry them to death, it is most assuredly lacerating and drying out your chicken’s immune system!

The primary purported benefits cited by DE proponents are as a drying agent in the coop, an insecticide, and a dewormer. Although densely populated commercial poultry houses are expected to suffer moisture issues and ammonia fumes, backyard chicken coops should not. There is no excuse for a backyard chicken coop to be so wet or so dirty that it smells like ammonia. If it does, the coop should be cleaned.

And just as we would never take daily antibiotics as a preventative measure against fear of bacterial infection, chickens should not be subjected to any daily insecticide as a preventative measure. It is unnatural and unnecessary to eradicate every insect in the chicken yard, and DE kills indiscriminately—efforts to kill bad bugs also kill desirable ones. The ability of beneficial bacteria to flourish in a deep-litter system and in compost depends upon on a balanced ecosystem. In fact, one DE manufacturer’s advisory warns: “Avoid dusting flowers and other areas where bees and beneficial insects may land, as diatomaceous earth has the potential to negatively impact most insects that come in contact with it.” There are much safer natural insecticides with which to treat chickens for external parasites when necessary.

Finally, because DE is an absorbent, when placed in a wet environment such as the digestive tract, it becomes ineffective. Further, the sharp edges can inflict microscopic lacerations in the bird’s mouth, esophagus, and crop before they become fully saturated.



PERIODIC TASKS

• Sanitize feeders, allowing them to dry fully before refilling.

• Wearing a dust mask or respirator, replace litter; frequency varies widely depending on the litter type: sand annually, shavings twice a month.

• In fixed chicken runs, remove and replace soiled litter frequently.



• Turn sand at least quarterly with a shovel, rake, or rototiller.

• Move chicken tractors/mobile coops to fresh land at least several times a month.


ANNUAL OR BIANNUAL TASKS

• Clean and sanitize the coop once or twice a year. Wearing a dust mask or respirator, remove everything from the coop, including litter. With all windows and doors open, dust the coop from top to bottom, scraping or sanding off any droppings on the walls and floor. Leaf blowers and shop vacs are tremendous tools for coop cleaning. Sanitize the coop and allow to dry before replacing the litter. Hand-held steamers are effective sanitizers. I prefer unactivated Oxine diluted at the rate of 1/4 teaspoon per gallon of water. Bleach diluted in water is a good alternative.



• If using sand as litter, replace all the sand in the coop and the top 3 to 4 inches of run sand annually.
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Predators and Pests

MANAGING THE RISKS
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YOU’VE ARRANGED FOR PLENTY OF
living space inside the coop and the run and understand approximately what upkeep will entail. Before the welcome mat can be rolled out for your feathered pets, you’ll need to implement a strong security program to keep your flock safe from unwelcome predators and pests.
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When considering whether free-ranging is right for your flock, carefully weigh the benefits and risks, and consider your personal risk tolerance for loss of a flock member. Whatever you decide is the right choice for you.




Predator-Proofing

The speediest route to heartache in chicken keeping is found by failing to secure the coop from predators. Chickens are most vulnerable at night while asleep on the roost, which is when they rely on us most to protect them from intruders. It’s not uncommon for Facebook fans to consult me for help in determining the predators that have attacked their coops. Although the desire to identify the responsible parties is understandable, the truth is it doesn’t much matter because if any intruder can gain access to the coop at night, then the coop is not secure enough.



No single strategy should be relied upon as a magic bullet; the most effective coop security program consists of multiple layers of protection between your chickens and the predators, so pile on!


CHICKEN WIRE VS. HARDWARE CLOTH

Never rely on chicken wire for safety. Chicken wire, also known as hex netting, is a twisted wire mesh meant to contain chickens to an area, not to stop predators from gaining access to them. Any number of hungry, determined predators can circumvent chicken wire as easily as opening a bag of potato chips.



Hardware cloth, also called welded wire, is manufactured from a much heavier gauge metal than chicken wire; it is welded or woven in a grid, which creates a strong defensive barrier against intruders. Galvanized hardware cloth of the 1/2- or 1/4-inch variety is preferred for coops and chicken runs. It is much more expensive than chicken wire, but the initial investment is priceless considering the heartache and financial losses it prevents.

Very early in my chicken-keeping adventures, I learned the hard way that there is a big difference between chicken wire and hardware cloth. I was no more than five weeks into chicken keeping when a hawk reached his razor-sharp talons through the chicken wire surrounding the run, killing one of my Silkie chicks in broad daylight. We immediately reinforced the run with hardware cloth and no predator has breached it since.


HARDWARE CLOTH INSTALLATION

Hardware cloth should be installed liberally and securely in and around every opening into the chicken coop smaller than 1 inch. Snakes and smaller members of the weasel family can get into the coop through small openings the size of a bottle cap, destroying a flock in short order.



Bury hardware cloth at least 12 inches below grade around the perimeter of the coop and run to deter digging predators like raccoons, foxes, and dogs. Alternatively, extend a hardware cloth apron 12 inches out from the bottom perimeter of the run in a “J” formation. Top the hardware cloth extension with rocks or stone wall to double-down on digger deterrence. An apron isn’t as effective as burying the fencing, but it will provide a degree of security from less ambitious burrowers.

Finally, cover all windows and ventilation openings with hardware cloth secured with screws and washers, not staples. Conventional window screens will not keep predators out, and staples are easily pushed or pulled out.
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Always use hardware cloth—not chicken wire—to predator-proof the chicken coop.




ADDITIONAL SECURITY MEASURES

In addition to providing a properly constructed run and coop, several other steps are necessary to keep your chickens as safe as possible.



First, don’t allow your chickens to roost outside at night. Chickens are at their most defenseless at night when many predators are active, which makes the inside of a locked coop the safest place for them. Teaching chickens to return to the coop at night is best begun when they first occupy the coop, though they can be trained at a later date if necessary (see chapter 10).

Once your chickens are roosting inside for the evening, close and lock all doors. An automatic poultry door can open and close the pop door, securing the flock inside the coop at dark and letting them into the run at dawn, but always check that the run is critter-free before locking the run door at night.

With the benefit of opposable thumbs, raccoons are adept at unlatching simple locks and turning basic door handles, so use spring- or barrel-style locks requiring multiple steps to unlatch.

Another critical measure for optimal security is roofing the run to protect against flying and climbing predators (see chapter 2). Lesser protection on top of the run, such as netting or chicken wire, can deter hawks and owls from flying in, but it won’t stop climbing predators.

Chickens aren’t the only enticement in the chicken yard; chicken feed is a major lure to both predators and pests (such as rodents). Remove all open feed containers from the run at night. Although predators attracted to feed may gain entry into the run only, they can cause significant property damage and stress to the flock. If food must be left in the run, use a stainless steel treadle feeder that requires the chicken to stand on it to gain access to the feed inside, concealing and safeguarding it from uninvited diners (see chapter 6).

Bird feed is especially tempting to bears. If bears are frequent visitors in your neighborhood, in addition to hardware cloth, consider having bars welded into coop windows as an extra barrier and using electric fencing with barbed wire. And never leave bird feed inside the coop or chicken yard.

A final word: Being aware of the types of predators in your area and how they operate will enable you to plan predator-specific defenses. A trail cam with night vision can provide excellent reconnaissance regarding neighborhood predators and their behavior. And don’t assume that because you don’t see predators that there aren’t any in your area! Although predators are usually thought of as wild animals, rogue neighborhood dogs and family dogs are responsible for flock tragedies even more commonly.


Flock Guardian Animals

Many animals make excellent flock guardians, including geese, llamas, donkeys, guinea fowl, and certain dog breeds, including Great Pyrenees, Shepherds, and Akbashes. Roosters are also attentive early-warning systems, alerting flockmates to take cover when danger is nearby. In fact, many a rooster has sacrificed his own life battling a predator in defense of his hens.




A WORD ABOUT DOGS

Not every dog can be trusted with backyard chickens. In fact, a significant percentage of backyard chickens deaths are attributable to family pets. The complexities of genetics, personality, and socialization make it impossible to predict how any given dog might behave with chickens. If your family dog goes berserk at the sight of a squirrel in the yard, his innate prey drive is not something he can control without professional help. When in doubt about his or her ability to peacefully coexist with chickens, do not tempt fate—consult a professional dog trainer for guidance. If you know your neighbors fail to keep their dog leashed, assume the worst is possible and protect your flock.




The Myth of Supervised Free-Ranging

Whether to allow a flock to free-range is a sensitive subject for good reason—the stakes are high and the emotions it evokes, in some ways, even higher. In a predator-free world, who wouldn’t prefer to have their chickens roam, unconstrained by galvanized mesh fencing, free to explore clean land and manage their own diets by foraging insects and vegetation while getting plenty of exercise?



However, our world is not predator-free. Weighty management decisions must be made based on personal flock philosophy and risk tolerance. Ultimately, your choice is personal and not subject to others’ approval.

The theory of “supervised free-range” implies that you can prevent a predator attack by being physically present with the chickens while they forage, unconfined. The concept of supervised free-range seems like a reasonable compromise between the two extremes of complete physical freedom and constant confinement to a limited area.
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Whether to allow a flock to free-range unconstrained by galvanized mesh fencing is a sensitive subject for good reason—the stakes are high and the emotions it evokes are often even higher. Weighty management decisions must be made based on personal flock philosophy and risk tolerance.



Unfortunately, supervised free-range does not guarantee a predator will not be so bold as to procure his dinner in front of witnesses. Although I wish it were true that chickens are safe when we are nearby, it simply is not: free-ranging chickens, supervised or not, are fair game in the food chain. A predator’s hunger can take precedence over any fear of humans, and the speed with which they strike can be quicker than the eye. It happened to one of my chickens in my presence. By the time I turned around, the coyote was a vanishing blur and all that remained was a pile of feathers.

There is no question that unconstrained ranging is a more natural experience for chickens and that they are healthier when choosing from among nature’s buffet of greens and proteins while getting valuable exercise. The question to ask yourself is, what is the best quality of life I can afford my chickens given my risk tolerance for predators?

Personally, I prefer my chickens live their lives fully and freely, unconfined during the day. If they are claimed back into the food chain, I grudgingly accept that fate. I am always mindful that we built our house in nature’s backyard, not the other way around—the rules of the game were in place before we imposed upon it. When considering whether free-ranging is right for your flock, carefully weigh the benefits and risks and consider your personal risk tolerance for loss of a flock member. Whatever you decide is the right choice for you.


Deceiving Predators

Any of the following items can supplement a master predator-proofing plan, but none should be relied on exclusively.

• Plastic decoy animals like owls

• Music or talk radio

• Shiny objects like pinwheels, mirrors, disco balls, and compact discs hung in trees

• Hawk-deflection netting

• Electric poultry fencing

• Motion-sensor floodlights and sprinklers

• Blinking red lights and audible alarms



Rodent Control

Despite accusations to the contrary, chickens do not attract rodents, but their food and water can. Rats and mice are a nuisance and health hazard to backyard chickens and can make chicken keepers Caddyshack groundskeeper crazy.



Rodents are vile beasts that carry lice, fleas, mites, and other parasites wherever they travel. In fact, there are approximately fifty diseases known to be transmitted by rodents, not the least of which is Salmonella. While dining on your chickens’ feed and water, they contaminate it and the chicken yard with their droppings, urine, and hair. Rodents can damage housing by chewing through walls, feed containers, and wiring. These mini-marauders will gnaw on sleeping chickens’ toes, causing such stress that hens quit laying eggs. Finally, rats are notorious for eating eggs and baby chicks.

It’s important to control rodents to limit their negative impact on a flock and the daily egg harvest. As with any predator, a multipronged approach is best.
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The key to rodent control is eliminating access to feed and water.




DIY Chicken Gazebo
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If you do allow your chickens to free-range, provide a degree of security for them by offering natural and artificial cover in the form of bushes, branches, boxes, decks—or a gazebo!


Finished Dimensions

• Six sides: each 42ʺT × 33ʺL

• Base diameter: 62ʺ

• Total height: 69ʺH (ground to roof peak)


Materials

WALLS

• Twelve logs, 3–4ʺ diameter × 33ʺ long

• Six logs, 3–4ʺ diameter × 42ʺ long




ROOSTS

• Six sticks, 1–2ʺ diameter × 33ʺ long




ROOF FRAME

• Eighteen sticks, 1ʺ diameter × 42ʺ long

• Grapevines or twigs for weaving roof




OTHER

• 3ʺ framing nails and pneumatic nail gun or 3ʺ deck screws and drill

• Twine or wire for stabilizing roof peak

• An assistant would be lovely




Assembly

BASE

Step 1. Lay out six of the 3–4ʺ × 33ʺ logs in a hexagonal shape on the ground. Nail together at the joints.




WALL SIDES

Step 2. Lay out the six 3–4ʺ × 42ʺ logs at each joint of the hexagon base.

Step 3. Position a log vertically in each corner of the hexagon base. Brace each into position (either with an assistant holding it or with scrap wood) and nail it to the hexagon base at a point where logs meet. Repeat with each of the remaining 42ʺ logs.




WALL TOPS

Step 4. Nail each of the six remaining 3–4ʺ × 33ʺ logs to the top of the vertical wall posts in a horizontal position to complete the wall frames.




ROOSTS

Step 5. Measuring up 20ʺ from the base of wall, attach each 1–2ʺ × 33ʺ stick horizontally to walls.




ROOF

Step 6. Finished roof will have 18 branches connecting to top of walls and to each other at peak. Space 1ʺ × 42ʺ branches evenly around hexagon at top of walls. Attach one end of each branch to top of wall, meeting all others at peak.



Step 7. Wrap branches together at peak with twine or wire to provide temporary stability until fastening branches to each other with nails.

Step 8. Weave grapevine or twigs among 1ʺ × 42ʺ branches to complete roof.




RODENT-CONTROL STRATEGIES

The key to rodent control is eliminating their access to feed and water. Rats, more than mice, need drinking water and won’t stay where it’s not available. Either remove traditional waterers from the yard at night or, better yet, use nipple drinkers. Securely cover or remove feeders from the yard at night and clean up any spilled feed, or use a treadle feeder, which rodents cannot open.



Rodents can chew right through feed bags, plastic containers, and wooden bins, so store chicken feed away from the coop in its original bag inside a galvanized container with a secure lid, preferably in a dry basement or garage. Finally, deny free lunch opportunities by collecting eggs regularly.

Poisons and most traps are far too dangerous to use around chickens and should be avoided. A good barn cat, however, is worth its weight in gold.


Fly Control

Flies are a nuisance wherever animals live, but beyond being irritants, flies can negatively impact egg production, chicken health, and human health. Although a chicken yard will never be fly-free, reducing and controlling fly populations decreases associated health risks.



The flies of primary concern to chickens and their keepers are “filth flies”—a motley gang of seven hundred-plus species that include the common housefly, stable fly, and blowfly. Beyond the potential to transmit diseases, flies can irritate chickens to distraction, causing enough stress to negatively affect egg production. Although no one method will provide complete fly relief, reducing and controlling the population limits the risks they pose.


FLYSTRIKE

Unfortunately, in warmer months and climates, flies live wherever animals live. Strategies and routines for mitigating this filthy nuisance are important, particularly with regard to avoiding one disgusting and potentially devastating outcome: flystrike.



Flystrike (a.k.a. myiasis and blowfly strike) is an infection caused by maggots living in and feeding on the dead skin of a live animal. This condition can be fatal if not detected and treated promptly. Wounds regardless of size or location are vulnerable to flystrike, but dark, warm, moist chicken vents are a fly favorite. Once a chicken is afflicted with this condition, it is referred to as “fly-blown.”

Dust bathing is ordinarily sufficient for maintaining hygiene, but runny droppings or chronic diarrhea that builds up on vent feathers can make it impossible for a bird to stay clean (in which case, treat the bird to a partial bath). If buildup is chronic, have droppings tested for parasites, keep feathers around the vent trimmed, and support digestive health with probiotics. A droppings-soiled vent area can also cause the skin to break down, which may as well be a “Vacancy!” sign hanging in front of Hotel Maggot.
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MINTY FRESH MYTHS Mint plants grown around the coop will not repel rodents—the scent simply is not concentrated enough to offend or alarm them. Mint—or other herbs, living or dried—will not repel flies, mosquitoes, mites, or lice either. In fact, when it comes to mice, several YouTube experiments with mice and freshly picked peppermint performed by herbalist and lifelong poultry keeper Susan Burek showed mice lining their nests with peppermint leaves! Essential oils such as balsam fir and peppermint in very high concentrations may deter some rodents if the strong scent interferes with their ability to smell danger, but essential oils won’t repel a determined rodent and are toxic to chickens.
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Mint plants grown around the coop will not repel rodents or insects.




Treatment: Segregate the affected chicken from the flock to avoid the possibility of cannibalism—the compromised vent will be a target of flockmates as well as flies. Having a vet treat the infection is the preferred course of action, but absent that luxury, simpler cases of flystrike can be managed at home. Bathe the chicken, submerging the affected area in water to assess the extent of the wound and drown as many maggots as possible. Physically remove visible maggots with tweezers and then flush the wound with Betadine diluted in water, saline, or hydrogen peroxide. If the wound is deep, use a syringe to squirt the cleaning solution into the cavity. Limit the use of peroxide to the first cleaning—in addition to its antiseptic qualities, it kills live tissue.

Next, cut away any feathers that may interfere with healing, apply an antiseptic wound-care solution such as Vetericyn to the affected area, and allow to air-dry. Avoid using ointments because maggots appreciate warm, moist, goopy environments. Keep the bird isolated and repeat this process at least twice a day until the maggots are gone and the wound is fully healed.

If the infection is too severe to treat at home or worsens after home treatment, consult your poultry service extension specialist or vet as to whether antibiotics or euthanasia is appropriate. When fully healed, reintegrate the hen using the playpen method (see chapter 9).


KEEP IT CLEAN AND DRY

Manure buildup in and around the coop provides ideal living conditions and breeding grounds for flies. Since manure from laying hens consists of approximately 75 percent water, keeping a clean, dry coop will help reduce fly populations.



Some of the best ways to eliminate moisture are discussed in chapter 2, as well as in the predator and rodent sections of this chapter. Others can be filed under “common sense.”

As discussed in chapter 2, I highly recommend the use and daily cleaning of droppings boards underneath roosts. Also, whenever possible, keep waterers out of the coop, remove waterers from the run at night, or use nipple drinkers to keep litter dry. If you use a traditional bell-style waterer, check it frequently for leaks and repair or replace as needed.

Eliminate any feed spilled in litter, and promptly remove dishes containing remnants of fermented feed. When giving chickens treats, such as watermelon, don’t leave rinds in the yard.

Locate compost areas as far from the chicken coop and run as practical. Flies like it warm, not hot, so increase compost temperature with black plastic sheeting and turn the compost regularly. Finally, keep composting manure vertically in a tall, narrow pile to increase compost temperature, expedite decomposition, and minimize the surface area available to flies.

The most impactful practice for controlling fly-favored moisture in Chickenville is to use sand as litter in the coop and run. As discussed in chapter 2, sand desiccates droppings, reducing odor and moisture simultaneously. And in inclement weather, sand in the chicken run drains better than any other litter option. If you are using other litter types, promptly remove it when wet.

Consider installing fans inside the summer coop for circulation—air travel is difficult with a lot of air turbulence and flies will opt for calmer skies elsewhere.

Most fly traps are effective to varying degrees but avoid the sticky, hanging strips that invariably get stuck in a chicken’s feathers. Also, some chicken keepers swear by vanilla-scented, tree-shaped car air fresheners hung in and around the coop. They can’t hurt. Give them a shot!

Avoid insecticides except in cases of extreme infestations and only under the instruction of a state poultry extension service expert. Even natural insecticides like food-grade diatomaceous earth can kill beneficial fly predators such as beetles, spiders, parasitic wasps, and earwigs in addition to disrupting the ecological balance that naturally keeps the chicken yard’s fly population in check. Misuse of insecticides can have the opposite of the intended effect: creating “super flies” that are resistant to chemical controls.
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Doc Brown is a White-Crested Black Polish hen.
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Choosing Your Chickens

SELECT WISELY
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CHICKEN KEEPING IS IMMEASURABLY MORE ENJOYABLE
when you know what to expect along the way. So whether you’re new to chickening or a repeat offender who is adding birds to your flock, thoughtfully selecting breeds, ages, and sources of new chickens will help you keep a healthy, happy flock and limit frustrating missteps.
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When starting a new flock, the array of available breeds can be overwhelming. Educating yourself to choose wisely will lessen the chances of disappointment. Male White Ameraucana chick.




Breed Selection

When starting a new flock of laying hens, the enormous array of breeds to choose from can be overwhelming, but choosing wisely helps avoid disappointment and unnecessary management challenges.



The breed selection process is not unlike choosing a family dog except that, with dogs, egg production isn’t a factor and most of us aren’t likely to get six to twelve dogs at once. As with dogs, some chicken breeds don’t fare well in extreme climates. Some are less docile than others, need more living space, or aren’t good with young children. And with chickens, breeds have different rates of egg production. Keep in mind that not every hen will lay an egg each day. Rate of egg production is influenced by many factors, including breed, diet, health, age, and stress—to name just a few! (See chapter 11 for more detailed information on drops in egg production.)

After all these basic factors are thoughtfully considered, your list of suitable breeds will be much smaller, and narrowing it down further will be a much less onerous undertaking. For detailed breed information, consult the American Poultry Association’s Standard of Perfection for Standards and Bantams.
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The breed selection process is not unlike choosing a family dog except that, with dogs, egg production isn’t a factor and most of us aren’t likely to get six to twelve dogs at a time. Pictured from left are a Marans, Columbian Wyandotte, and Red Sex Link.
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Wyandottes are considered cold hardy due to their heavy feathering and small rose combs.




[image: Image]

Leghorns are considered heat tolerant due to their large, single combs and light feathering. They are also among the best egg-laying breeds.




BASIC TERMINOLOGY

Most backyard chicken keepers want laying breeds that are respectable egg producers or layers, not chickens that will be processed and eaten within a few months, which are known as meat birds, table birds, or broilers. Popular meat birds known as Cornish crosses or Cornish Rocks are fast-growing hybrids bred strictly for meat and should not be mistaken for layers, as they are not fit to live beyond a few months. The term dual purpose indicates the breed is a good egg producer that can also be processed for meat. Any chicken can be processed for meat, but some are just meatier and/or more economical to raise than others.




CLIMATE

Breeds that cope better with cold weather due to heavy feathering or low-profile combs are referred to as “cold hardy.” Breeds that fare better in very warm climates due to their lighter, shorter, and/or sleeker feathering or their large, prominent combs are referred to as “heat tolerant.” Breeds with large, prominent combs can be expected to have more challenges with frostbite in very cold climates than breeds with smaller, lower-profile combs.



This is not to suggest that a cold-hardy breed cannot live in a warm climate and a heat-tolerant breed cannot live in a cold climate, but seasonal accommodations need to be made for birds better suited for more moderate climates.


TEMPERAMENT

Although each chicken is an individual with its own unique personality, generalizations can be made about breeds much as with dog breeds. Chicken breeds are often characterized as being docile, flighty, calm, friendly, or able to bear confinement well (or not). If a household has small children where a docile, friendly dog is preferred, a feisty Chihuahua is likely not the best choice; likewise, a Hamburg would not be the ideal breed if seeking a calm lap chicken.




BROODINESS

A hormone-induced behavior known as “broodiness” describes a hen that is inspired to sit on a nest and hatch eggs. Broody hens will sit on eggs they laid, on eggs that other birds laid, and even on empty nests.



Broody hens stop laying eggs in anticipation of hatching chicks. When good egg production is the objective, breeds that are genetically predisposed to broodiness are not the best choices. However, if having hens hatch and raise chicks is important, broody breeds such as Cochins, Orpingtons, and Silkies typically are excellent choices.


Mellow or Feisty?

Docile Breeds

Brahma

Cochin

Orpington

Plymouth Rock

Silkie

Sussex

Wyandotte


Flighty Breeds

Appenzeller Spitzhauben

Fayoumi

Hamburg

Lakenvelder

Leghorn

Malay

Penedesenca
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Silkies and Cochins are notoriously broody breeds.
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Rhode Island Reds are respectable layers of brown-shelled eggs and are good mothers.
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Petey is a Black Araucana hen. Note the ear tufts and rounded backside, a feature unique to Araucanas known as “rumples” that results from the absence of a final vertebra.




Eggs

Backyard chickeneers usually want breeds that lay eggs reliably, but beginners are often unaware that most hens do not lay an egg every day. While some breeds are prolific layers, producing four or more eggs per week, (e.g., Plymouth Rocks, Wyandottes, and Hamburgs), others lay less frequently (e.g., Silkies and Sebrights). If a family relies on the eggs collected from the backyard flock, Silkies may not be the right choice. My Silkie didn’t start laying eggs until she was 14 months old and thereafter averaged five eggs per month in her heyday. She’s an extreme example of a poor layer within a breed of low to average egg producers.
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Blue Ameraucana hen.




EGG COLOR

Each hen produces a particular eggshell color based on her genetics. Colors range from blue and green to white, dark chocolate brown, and every hue in between. For some chicken keepers, a colorful array of eggs is an important factor in breed selection. My neighbor insists on keeping a white egg-laying hen in her flock solely to color Easter eggs annually, while I prefer keeping a variety breeds for the daily egg rainbow.




Easter Egger Confusion

What is the difference between an Araucana and Ameraucana, and what is an Easter Egger? In the most basic terms, Araucanas and Ameraucanas are both blue egg–laying breeds recognized by the American Poultry Association (APA), while Easter Eggers are hybrids produced by mating a brown egg–laying breed with a blue egg–laying breed. Easter Eggers can lay any hue of blue or brown and anything in between. Two quick tips for spotting Easter Eggers for sale: there is no color variety to choose from, and chicks are sold for less than five bucks.
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Easter Egger pullets.
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Each hen produces a particular shell color based on her genetics. For some chicken keepers, a colorful array of eggs is an important factor in breed selection.



Easter Egger traits include pea combs and wattles that are either small or absent, and they usually possess greenish legs and beards with muffs. Easter Eggers do not “breed true,” meaning purebred chicks do not resemble both parents. Easter Eggers are found in an array of feather colors.

Araucanas were bred from two northern Chilean breeds in the 1930s and were first recognized by the APA in 1976. They have yellow skin, no tails, no beards, and no muffs. Araucanas can have ear tufts, however, which are feathers that grow from a slender, fleshy flap just below the ear. The APA recognizes five colors of Araucana: Black, Black Breasted Red, Golden Duckwing, Silver Duckwing, and White.

Araucanas are rare in the United States, likely due to the genetic challenges in breeding them. The tufted gene in Araucanas is a lethal gene, meaning two copies of the gene cause nearly 100 percent mortality in offspring (usually between days 18 to 21 of incubation). Because no living Araucana possesses two copies of the tufted gene, breeding any pair of tufted birds leads to half of the resulting chicks being tufted with one copy of the gene, one-quarter of the chicks being clean-faced with no copy of the gene, and one-quarter of the embryos dead in the shell, having received two copies of the gene. Araucanas and Ameraucanas are always identified by their color variety—for example, a Black Araucana or Blue Ameraucana. A telltale sign that a chicken is an Easter Egger hybrid is the absence of an identifying color variety.

Ameraucanas have been bred from different strains of Araucanas since at least 1960 in the United States. The APA recognized Ameraucanas as a breed in 1984. Ameraucana hens have pea combs, white skin, full tails, muffs with beards, and slate or black legs; they do not possess ear tufts. The APA recognizes Black, Blue, Blue Wheaten, Brown Red, Silver, Wheaten, and White color varieties. The terms “Americana” and “Americauna” are unfortunate marketing tactics for selling hybrid Easter Eggers with spellings deceptively similar to the Ameraucana breed name.


Starting Your Flock

Start small! Flock additions will inevitably follow (it’s a law of nature known as “Chicken Math”), so begin conservatively to avoid unnecessary challenges. If egg production is your driving consideration, very generally speaking, it’s reasonable to plan on approximately fourteen eggs per week from three hens. Buy only as many chickens as you initially need and plan on a much bigger coop than necessary for them in anticipation of additions.




CHICKS VS. PULLETS

Most of us start flocks with chicks; slightly older female chickens called pullets can be purchased, but are not as readily available as chicks. Chicks are acquired within a few days after hatching and begin laying eggs in approximately 6 months. Pullets (a.k.a. “started birds”) are female chickens someone else has raised and are close to, if not already, laying eggs.



I always recommend starting a flock with chicks. Very few of us have egg-acquisition emergencies and can wait the 5 months it will take for the chicks to mature to egg-laying age. Also, the risks of disease and preexisting behavior issues in chicks are negligible compared to pullets. And it’s infinitely easier to bond with and socialize baby chicks!

One drawback to chicks is sexing, or determining the gender of newly hatched chicks. Since chickens don’t have external sex organs, gender determination is a complicated matter. Reputable hatcheries are typically very adept at chick sexing, but it’s not foolproof. Please be aware that some chicks sold as “sexed” females may be male, so always have a plan for an unexpected rooster you cannot keep (see “Sexing,” chapter 5).


Should You Buy Chicks or Pullets?

Chick Pros and Cons

+ Opportunity to bond and socialize with people from a very early age

+ Much less expensive to purchase than pullets

+ No preexisting behavioral problems or habits

+ Very low risk of carrying diseases from another farm or chicken yard

− Initially require specialized care and equipment

− Longer wait for eggs from purchase date

− Cost more to raise to the point of lay

− Risk of buying a male


Pullets Pros and Cons

+ Little to no wait for egg production

+ Low risk of buying a male (when dealing with an ethical seller)

+ Cost less to raise to point of lay



− Risk of being older than advertised

− No opportunity to bond with and socialize at young age

− May have established undesirable behaviors or habits

− More expensive to purchase

− Significant risk of carrying diseases from another farm or chicken yard



Where to Get Your Chickens

Buying chickens is easier than ever, thanks to a wider variety of local and online sources. Buying birds from a seller that participates in the National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) ensures the flock was tested and is free from certain contagious diseases.



Buyer beware! Auctions, swaps, fellow chicken keepers, poultry shows, newspapers, and Craigslist are all super-risky places to get chickens. Even birds that appear healthy can be carriers of latent, communicable diseases. Although many healthy chickens have been acquired in The Danger Zone, many flocks have been destroyed or sickened by acquisitions from such sources. Bringing together birds from many different sources into one flock is Poultry Disease Russian Roulette at its finest.


FEED STORES

Chicks typically become available for purchase in feed stores in mid-February. Feed stores offer a low per-chick cost and the opportunity to see and select each chick before buying. The disadvantages of feed stores are limited breed selection and, usually, minimum purchase requirements (often at least six chicks). Requiring minimums discourages impulse purchases of chicks as novelties by individuals unprepared to care for them. I find that other chicken-keeping friends are often willing to split a small order after purchase, which makes it possible to add just a few baby chicks to my flock without having to build yet another chicken coop.



Another possible limitation to buying from larger feed stores is that they sometimes do not know when chicks will arrive or which breeds they will receive. Sometimes this potluck selection works out well, though—I have gotten breeds I never expected to add to my flock when happening upon them in the store. Fine, I admit to stalking Tractor Supply Company stores in the springtime. Don’t judge.

Smaller, independently owned feed stores often take orders from customers prior to the spring chick season but tend to get fewer chicks than larger retailers do. They usually source chicks from the same hatcheries you can buy from directly, but the advantages to preordering from independent feed stores are the large breed selection and lower small-order costs than ordering directly from hatchery to home.
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Feed stores offer a low per-chick cost and the opportunity to see and select each chick before buying.




HATCHERIES

Chicks can be picked up at some local hatcheries or ordered online or by phone and delivered by U.S. Mail. Because a chick absorbs the egg yolk through its navel just prior to hatching, it is sustained nutritionally for several days, which makes it possible to ship chicks in the mail.



Hatcheries’ breed arrays can be extensive, and preordering chicks in the winter months ensures the widest assortment possible. If you’ve got your heart set on a certain breed, learn the hatchery’s ordering procedures to maximize your chances of getting that breed.
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Hatching eggs in an incubator can be a rewarding way to start or add to a flock.



One disadvantage to some hatcheries is a large minimum order, often fifteen to twenty-five chicks, but many hatcheries now offer smaller shipping options of three to ten chicks. A significant benefit to ordering from large hatcheries is that they employ vent sexers, professionals who determine chick gender, a service that smaller purveyors do not offer.

When ordering online, be aware that most online retailers do not hatch the chicks they sell but take orders that are then filled by hatcheries or breeders that ship the chicks to customers. Investigate the online source you’re buying from and know where your chicks are actually hatched and where they ship from. If there is a recall health concern about a particular hatchery, or severe weather affecting the chicks’ travel route, you’ll want to know whether your chicks are affected.
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Columbian Wyandotte and White Orpington chicks.




BREEDERS

Allowing a rooster to mate with a hen in the yard does not make someone a breeder. If you’re seeking a local source of a particular breed, check online with breeders’ associations and clubs. Legitimate breeders will be listed in these groups’ directories and should be NPIP certified. The biggest disadvantage to purchasing chicks through a breeder, however, is that gender identification is usually not possible.




HATCH YOUR OWN

Hatching eggs in an incubator can be a very rewarding way to start or add to a flock, but it is best undertaken after a fair amount of reading to learn the ideal practices and equipment for a successful outcome. A terrific alternative to artificial incubation is having a broody hen do all the work for you! This again is not as simple as it sounds, so do some homework and determine whether you have the facilities to manage it (see chapter 9).




Choosing Healthy Chicks

Building a healthy flock starts with choosing the healthiest chicks. Although not all health problems will be readily apparent, many obvious signs of an unwell chick can be noted while they’re still in the bin at the feed store. Handling the chicks is not likely to be permitted, so always ask a store employee to show you certain physical features of chicks you’re contemplating purchasing.



What are the signs, then, of a healthy chick?


ACTIVE AND ALERT

Chicks sleep quite a bit, but when they are awake, they are active—eating, pooping, drinking, pooping, exploring their environment, and pooping. And also pooping. When approached, a healthy chick reacts appropriately or scurries away. An unhappy or unwell chick often isolates itself from flockmates, doesn’t eat or drink normally, may have irregular or very few droppings, and is slow to react when approached.



Look at the chick’s eyes for another sign of alertness. A healthy chick’s eyes are open and bright. An unhealthy chick may have a thousand-mile stare, appear sleepy most of the time, or have eyes that are crusted shut.


LEGS, FEET, AND POSTURE

A healthy chick’s feet and legs are straight and they stand and walk with ease, not limping or appearing to scoot. A chick with crooked toes or oddly positioned legs will need special care, and while it may not necessarily be unhealthy, such deformities can signal other underlying conditions that are not apparent and may not be correctable.



In addition to difficulty with standing or walking, an unhealthy or physically challenged chick may crouch or sit back on its hocks. Its neck may retract back into its body. Its beak may point toward the sky or bend toward its back.


VENT AND NAVEL

The vent is the opening from which chickens pass bodily waste and from which hens pass eggs. The vent of a healthy chick should be clean.



Pasty butt (a.k.a. pasted vent or pasting up) occurs in a baby chick when droppings stick to the down surrounding the vent. It is very common for chicks sold commercially to have pasty butt due to the stress of shipping and sometimes infections. Pasty butt is not necessarily a sign of a sick chicken, but the poop buildup can form a blockage that can be fatal unless removed (see chapter 5).

The navel or belly button is located just beneath the vent. Just as in human babies after birth, a small amount of tissue must dry up and fall off the chick’s navel after hatch. This dried tissue should not be confused with droppings and should never be pulled. A chick’s navel should be completely closed and clean. It should not be red, purplish, oozy, crusty, or have egg yolk protruding from it.


QUIET

A healthy chick is relatively quiet. Happy, warm chicks may softly cheep to each other, but not constantly and not plaintively. A chick that is cold, hungry, in pain, sick, or lost will emit a shrill pieep, pieep, pieep sound.




VACCINES

It is essential to know whether a chick has been vaccinated and if so, which vaccine(s) it received. If a baby chick has been vaccinated for coccidiosis, a common, often fatal, intestinal disease, it should not be given medicated starter feed. Chicks given the coccidiosis vaccine may have their backs marked with a colored dye that remains visible for 4 to 5 days after treatment. A good feed store, hatchery, or breeder will always know a chick’s vaccination status. Insist on access to this important information.
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An unhealthy Crèvecoeur chick with classic stargazing posture. Stargazing is an untreatable condition that affects a chick’s nervous system, rendering it unable to eat or drink. Its cause is unknown.
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The vent is the opening from which chickens pass bodily waste and from which hens pass eggs. The vent of a healthy chick should be clean.
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Caring for Chicks

BABY BASICS
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I REMEMBER FEELING ANXIOUS AS I AWAITED THE DELIVERY
of my first chicks by mail. The prospect of caring for them was foreign, if not intimidating, to me and I worried about getting it right. I wish I had known then what I know now, which is that caring for baby chicks is not difficult. Keep it simple: a dry and spacious brooder, warmth, clean water, proper feed, and an attentive caretaker are all chicks require to thrive!
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The prospect of caring for baby chicks might seem intimidating at first, but with the right tools and information, there’s nothing to it!




A Warm, Dry Space

It’s important to have the brooder set up before bringing your chicks home—their immediate needs will be warmth and water. The brooder should be placed in a temperature-controlled, draft-free area. Ideally, this area will have a window to provide the benefit of a natural day/night cycle. Chicks live in a brooder until they are ready to be moved to the coop outside.




THE BROODER

The minimum space requirement for a day-old chick is 6 square inches, but more is always better. Chickens grow at an astonishing rate and insufficient space increases the likelihood of avoidable diseases and problem behaviors. If they cannot stretch their wings without touching another chick, the brooder is too small.



Brooder containers are limited only by your imagination. I prefer strong cardboard boxes because they can be added onto as chicks grow. Plus, they’re easy to move, and they’re disposable and free! An old bathtub, a stock tank, a rabbit hutch with a solid floor, a retired playpen, and even a plastic wading pool will work for a limited period. You should be able to cover the brooder to keep chicks in and unwanted guests (like family pets) out. Even very young chicks can escape an uncovered brooder. Resting a piece of hardware cloth on top will prevent chicks from jumping or flying out, but a more secure top is needed to keep pets out.
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Chicks live in a brooder until they are ready to be moved to the coop outside. A large cardboard box or a puppy playpen with a zip top make excellent brooders. The yellow heater seen here is a radiant heater that warms the chicks below it—just like a mother hen.




Qualities of a Highly Functional Brooder

• Spacious: adequate elbow room for each occupant or expandable as chicks grow

• Safe: no fire hazards, warm and dry, keeps chicks in and unwanted guests out

• Easily relocated

• Easy to clean or discard (eco-friendly is a bonus)

• Inexpensive is always nice too!



BROODER LITTER

The brooder floor should be kept clean and dry, dry, dry. Litter should be absorbent and offer traction for tiny feet. For the first few days, line the brooder with puppy training pads topped with paper towels to give chicks a chance to identify feed easily and reduce the possibility of ingesting litter. Chicks eat and poop a lot, so clean the brooder when it becomes damp from droppings or when water is spilled.



After 5 days, begin using litter. The most common type is pine shavings, but chopped hay/chopped straw/zeolite litter blends are effective, too. Sand is also an excellent and economical litter that I have used in my brooders with great success.

Never use regular straw or newspaper. Newspaper is insufficiently absorbent, can create conditions ripe for disease, and is slippery, which can result in leg injuries. Regular straw should not be used with chickens of any age, especially chicks—it’s not absorbent, can harbor mites, and molds easily, resulting in a hazardous environment for chickens’ unique respiratory systems.


Warmth: Mother Knows Best

With her core body temperature of 104° to 107°F (40° to 42°C), a mother hen keeps chicks warm beneath her body. She knows not every chick requires the same degree of warmth at the same time. She observes their behavior as they eat, drink, and explore, and if they don’t have the good sense to scurry back beneath their walking feather bed when they get cold, she pulls them in with her beak. A mother hen also warms her chicks as they sleep beneath her at night, and she knows that after the first week, chicks depend less on her for warmth and so begins allowing them more freedom to explore. By week 3 they are partially feathered and have begun regulating their own body temperatures. By week 6, she begins distancing herself from them completely.




HEAT LAMP HAZARDS

In the absence of a hen, a 250-watt heat lamp has been the traditional method for warming chicks. The usual formula calls for a brooder temperature of 90°F to 95°F (32°C to 35°C) for the first week of life, decreasing by 5°F (2.8°C) each week thereafter, but I believe that formula calls for too much constant heat for far too long.



I do not recommend using heat lamps. Beyond overheating chicks, heat lamps cause countless fires and loss of human and animal lives every year. A 500°F (260°F) glass surface dangling in a confined area with highly flammable materials and flying animals is a disaster waiting to happen. Furthermore, heat lamps do not allow normal light/dark sleep cycles and are confusing to use. What should the temperature be today? Where should I place the thermometer? Should I raise the heat lamp? Are the chicks too cold … too hot … too noisy … too quiet? Oy! It’s enough to drive any chicken keeper over the edge with worry. We should worry, but less about brooder temperature and more about the inherent fire risk of heat lamps.
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I do not recommend the use of heat lamps with chickens of any age. Beyond routinely overheating chicks, they cause countless fires and loss of life every year.




SAFE AND WARM

I recommend a radiant heat source designed specifically for chicks. Just like a mother hen, a radiant heater warms chicks underneath it without heating the air around it. A thermometer measuring brooder air temperature is unnecessary because air temperature will not reflect chick comfort level underneath the radiant warming unit.



A radiant heater emits no visible light, allowing chicks to get restful sleep on normal day/night cycles. Chicks raised under blazing hot heat lamps and their constant light suffer stress, which induces behavioral and health problems.

Radiant heaters must be used in a space with an ambient temperature of at least 50°F (10°C). Locate the warmer against one wall of the brooder and food and water at the other end. After 1 week, chicks will spend very little time underneath the warmer, but keep it in the brooder until they are at least 3 weeks old. Listen to the chicks. Only cold, lost, or stressed chicks cheep noisily. Happy chicks are quiet chicks.

Finally, while radiant heaters are slightly more expensive than heat lamps, they utilize approximately one-tenth the energy with none of the danger. I think of the price difference as an insurance premium on one’s pets, home, and family. Even if raising chicks safely means turning up the thermostat in a small bathroom for a few days after bringing 2-day-old chicks home, do that rather than use a heat lamp. Radical suggestion? Maybe, but it won’t kill your family or your chickens or burn down your home.


Water: Keep It Clean!

Chicks must have access to clean water in clean containers at all times. Gently introduce each to the water by touching its beak to it to encourage hydration. If chicks arrive in rough shape, offering clear Pedialyte or adding a vitamin/electrolyte solution to the water for a day or two may help.



Two styles of drinkers are commonly available: plastic chick drinkers and nipple drinkers. Elevating plastic drinkers a few inches off the floor can help keep litter out of the water, but poop invariably finds its way in, making frequent cleaning and sanitizing necessary.

Nipple drinkers eliminate all these concerns. To access water, the chick taps a metal pin attached to a water reservoir, releasing a drop of water into its mouth. Nipple drinkers should not leak or drip. A shallow, litter-filled dish underneath the nipple drinker will catch any stray water drops chicks miss. Promptly replace any wet litter to maintain chick health.
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Two styles of drinkers are commonly available: plastic chick drinkers (left) and nipple drinkers (right). To access water from a poultry nipple drinker, the chick taps a metal pin attached to a water reservoir, releasing a drop of water into its mouth.




Feed: The Right Stuff

Provide your chicks with a starter ration that’s always accessible in a feeder. I like to use squirrel-proof, hanging bird feeders, which have a lip that prevents “beaking out” and pooping in the feeder.



Starter feed is nutritionally complete and formulated to be easily digested with water. It can be purchased in medicated and unmedicated varieties. Medicated feed contains amprolium to protect chicks from coccidiosis, a common and deadly intestinal disease spread via poop (for more information about coccidiosis, see chapter 8). Chicks develop immunity to the parasitic coccidia protozoa as they are gradually exposed to it in a clean, dry brooder. When brooder conditions become dirty, wet, and overcrowded, however, the coccidia population can thrive, infect, and potentially kill chicks in very short order.
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Medicated feed contains amprolium to protect chicks from coccidiosis, a common and deadly intestinal disease spread via poop.
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I like to use squirrel-proof hanging bird feeders for chicks. They have a lip that prevents “beaking out” food and pooping in the feeder.



When purchasing vaccinated chicks, ask which vaccine(s) they were given. Chicks that received a coccidiosis vaccine should not be fed medicated starter, as the medication renders the vaccine useless and the chicks vulnerable to the disease. Further, medicated feed is not a treatment for coccidiosis (or anything else); rather, it keeps the coccidia population at manageable levels while chicks develop immunity. Chicks that received the vaccine for Marek’s disease can eat medicated starter feed.

When gradually exposed over time, chickens can build up immunity to the protozoa species living in their environment. Promote acquired immunity in the first few weeks of a chick’s life by bringing chicks into the yard for supervised field trips in warm weather, or bring small amounts of relatively clean soil from the yard into the brooder. Do not raise chicks on wire floors—they must be able to ingest the oocysts present in poop to build immunity.

Finally, never feed chicks layer ration, which contains levels of calcium that can permanently damage their kidneys. Finally, be sure to supply grit to chicks fed anything other than starter feed (see chapter 6 for more about grit).


Entertainment and Interaction

A chick’s primary job is eating—it doesn’t need to be entertained or engaged in the same way a puppy does. However, after a week or so, it’s okay to add a few enrichment activities to the brooder.



By week 2, add a small perch to encourage the habit of roosting. A thick tree branch or 1×2-inch piece of wood elevated on each end makes a good roost. Smooth dowels and rods are generally too slippery.

Provide a small box with a few inches of all-purpose sand for dust bathing. Don’t worry if the chicks eat bits of the sand—it’s a natural behavior that helps chickens digest fibrous foods. Because chicks need every ounce of nutrition in their starter feed to grow properly, I don’t feed my chicks treats—not even healthy treats. Chicks hatch with a whopping twelve taste buds—they truly do not perceive flavor diversity and are better off without additions that will detract from the complete nutrition in their feed. If you must offer treats, never use string to hang treats due to the risk of entanglement and ingestion, and always offer grit to aid in the digestion.
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Always supervise children handling chicks. Teach them to support the chick with one hand underneath the feet and one hand gently securing the wings, being careful never to squeeze.



Never place a feather duster in the brooder to “mimic a mother hen” due to the very real risk of strangulation.

With chicks in the home, it’s important to limit the stress of normal household activities like barking dogs, loud visitors, and excessive handling. If you find something stressful, you can be sure it’s stressful for chicks busily working to build their immune systems.

Always supervise children handling chicks. Teach them to support the chick with one hand underneath the feet and one hand gently securing the wings, being careful never to squeeze.

Try to avoid surprising chicks by suddenly or loudly bounding into a room and reaching in to pick them up. Slowly place your hand, palm up, on the brooder floor, allowing the chick to walk onto it. Some chickens are more social than others—don’t force interaction if they’re not interested.


Common Chick Health Problems

Following the simple steps outlined above will help prevent most common chick ailments. Still, even a chick that’s given the best possible start in life can be susceptible to one of the following common conditions.




PASTY BUTT

Also known as pasted vent, pasty butt is caused by loose droppings that stick to the down surrounding a chick’s vent, building up to form a blockage of the digestive tract that can be fatal if not removed. All newly acquired chicks should be checked for pasty butt immediately upon arrival home; those with pasted vents must be treated immediately and monitored closely for recurrence.



I find the most effective way to treat pasty butt is rinsing the area under lukewarm running water. Work quickly in a warm room to prevent chilling. When the droppings soften, gently coax the poop off the down without pulling to avoid tearing the chick’s skin. Towel dry the chick, then use a hair dryer on low heat to dry the down completely. If the chick has recurrent pasting, petroleum jelly or triple antibiotic ointment can be applied to the down as a preventive. Steer clear of oils, which can become rancid.

Several factors can lead to pasty butt, including cold (most common among chicks shipped in the mail). Conversely, excessive heat, as from heat lamps, can also contribute to fecal buildup, as can viruses, bacteria, or improper diet that causes diarrhea. Some feeds can cause pasting without causing diarrhea. If no other cause can be determined, try switching feed brands. Avoid overheating by using a radiant heat source instead of a lamp. Add probiotics to water to promote good gut health, and don’t rush to offer treats; but when you do, always supply grit. Grit can be sand, a clump of weeds with roots and dirt still attached, or crushed granite found in feed stores and online. Never feed chicks oyster shells intended for laying hens.

If pasty butt is recurrent, Gail Damerow, writing in The Chicken Health Handbook, suggests offering scrambled eggs mixed into the starter feed and if that clears things up, switching brands of feed.


SPRADDLE LEG

Spraddle leg, also known as splayed leg, is a deformity of newly hatched chicks caused by weak legs. Spraddle leg is characterized by feet and legs that point to the side instead of supporting the chick from underneath. Spraddle leg is easily corrected, but can be permanently disabling if not promptly addressed.
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Chick with pasty butt.
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Baby chicks have vents and navels, which should not be confused with one another. The vent is the orifice through which chickens pass bodily waste and eggs. The navel is just beneath the vent. As with human babies, chicks have a small amount of tissue here that must dry up and fall off—never pull this stringy-looking stuff as it can disembowel the chick!
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Male Silkie chick Ted E. Graham with spraddle leg that was corrected with hobbles.
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Treatment for spraddle leg involves bracing the legs in the proper position, allowing the bones and muscles to strengthen in the correct position.



Spraddle leg can be caused by temperature fluctuations during incubation, a difficult hatch, leg or foot injuries, brooder overcrowding, or vitamin deficiency. It can also be caused by slick brooder flooring that causes chicks to slip. Avoid using newspaper in the brooder. Safer options are paper towels or rubber shelf liner over pine shavings.

Treatment involves bracing the legs in the proper position and allowing the bones and muscles to strengthen in the correct alignment. Any number of materials can be used for a brace, from Band-Aids to medical tape. My preference is VetRap elastic bandaging. It’s readily available in feed stores, remains securely in place without tape, doesn’t restrict circulation or damage skin or feathers when properly applied, and is easy to remove.

Wrap two little bands of VetRap around each leg just below the hock joint, being careful not to wrap too tightly. Next, cut a 6- to 7-inch piece of VetRap to bind the legs together. The legs should be positioned underneath the chick, slightly wider than a normal stance, allowing a slight amount of play between the legs. Chicks being rehabilitated must be supervised near water so they don’t drown.

Brief physical therapy sessions help build leg muscles and improve balance. Support the chick’s body while it stands, gradually reducing the assistance provided until it can do so independently. One-minute sessions for six to eight times throughout the first day are very important.

Remove the brace once daily to assess progress and readjust as needed. As the legs strengthen, gradually allow more slack between the legs until support is no longer needed. Given prompt treatment, most chicks’ legs function normally in 24 to 48 hours.


CROOKED TOES

Most causes of spraddle leg can also cause toes that bend to the side. Crooked toes do not ordinarily result in debilitation and are easily corrected if promptly treated.



To straighten crooked toes, create a chick sandal with a piece of poster board. Trace around the foot (glove-style) and cut out the sandal. Secure each toe to the sandal with a tiny piece of VetRap, being careful not to impede circulation. The VetRap provides traction and is easier to work with than tape or Band-Aids. The younger the chick, the faster the response to treatment. The toes should remain straight after a day or two.

Another option to treat crooked toe is a cast. Cut two squares of VetRap just larger than the chick’s footprint. Place one square on a flat surface and have the chick stand on it with toes flat in the corrected positions. Place the second VetRap square on the top of the toes aligned with the first square. Press the VetRap pieces together around each toe so they stick together. Carefully trim around the toes with small scissors and gently pinch the VetRap up around the top of the toes into tiny casts.
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Crooked toes on a Dorking chick before and after splinting.
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TWISTED TIBIA AND PEROSIS

Two leg deformities often confused with spraddle leg are twisted tibia and perosis (a.k.a. slipped tendon). Twisted tibia becomes apparent within a day or two after hatch as one or both legs point out to the sides at the hock joint. The cause is unclear and the condition is untreatable.



Perosis is caused by a vitamin deficiency that prevents normal cartilage development, so it won’t appear until a chick is at least a week old, at which time the hock joint appears flat, swollen, and twisted. Before long, the tendon slips out of place, causing the leg and foot to point diagonally behind the body. Correcting the chick’s diet and offering a vitamin supplement may prevent its progression, but any existing damage cannot be reversed.


SCISSOR BEAK

Scissor beak, sometimes called crossed beak or crooked beak, is a condition in which the top and bottom beak halves do not align properly. This can be caused by genetics, an injury, or an inability to maintain the beak length and shape by normal honing on rocks or other hard surfaces. In chicks, it is safe to assume that genetics are to blame and breeding them as adults is not recommended.



Most scissor-beaked chicks adapt and thrive, leading long, happy lives, but in severe cases, the defect prevents eating and drinking independently. Some chickens adapt by scooping food into the bottom half of their beaks. Sometimes placing feed in a deep dish raised to chest level is all it takes to help crossed-beaked chickens eat. Some chicks with the condition find it easier to eat a feed that has had water added to make it the consistency of oatmeal. Scissor-beaked chickens also find nipple waterers helpful because the water drips into the mouth. With this condition it is important to ensure flock members do not prevent the afflicted bird from accessing feed.

Chickens maintain the length and shape of their beaks by wiping them on abrasive surfaces while foraging. Scissor beak makes this task difficult. Periodically trim excess beak length with dog nail clippers or file it with a rotary tool. Beware: beaks are vascular and if cut too far back will bleed profusely. If bleeding occurs, dip the beak in styptic powder and apply gentle, firm pressure until the bleeding stops.
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This Easter Egger displays the condition most commonly known as scissor beak.




PICKING PREVENTION AND INJURIES

Feather and skin picking are serious problem behaviors exhibited by chickens under stress, and can lead to serious injuries and death. It’s critical to identify and control causes and address injuries urgently.



No time is more stressful than the first few weeks of a chick’s life. Consider the hatchery chick’s first few days. Day 1: Hatch, dry off with several thousand distant relatives, endure intrusive vent sexing and sorting, get unceremoniously packed into a box with other chicks, and head off in the U.S. Mail. Days 2 and 3: Endure a bumpy, chilly, dark ride to parts unknown, arrive at a feed store for vent inspections and cleaning, and get placed in a metal stock tank underneath a red interrogation light. Quarters are tight, competition for food is fierce, and the drinking water is laced with pine shavings and tank mates’ droppings. Random strangers parade past, ogling you before you’re again boxed up and sent to yet another new environment—this one with small children, barking dogs, clanging pots and pans, and television noise. It’s a miracle that all chicks don’t engage in problem picking!

When too many chickens occupy a space that is too small, opportunities to peck and scratch the ground are limited, which can result in aggressive, impulsive picking of feathers and skin. Small wounds can become life-threatening injuries inflicted by many chicks very quickly. Increase the size of the brooder as chicks increase in size, giving them enough space to spread their wings without touching another chick.

Chickens deficient in certain amino acids, sodium, or other dietary essentials can resort to picking. Feeding chickens too many treats can cause nutritional deficiencies, so provide a nutritionally complete chick starter feed and skip the treats entirely.

Brooder lights that are too hot or too bright can also cause stress picking. Chicks that must be raised under heat lamps should have a spacious brooder so they can escape the heat and light when necessary. When using a heat lamp, brooder temperatures should be closely monitored and the heat lamp use discontinued as soon as possible. Radiant heat sources that do not emit visible light are much healthier alternatives to the constant light, heat, and fire danger of brooder lamps.

To eliminate the risk of cannibalism, an injured chicken must always be separated from other birds until the injury is fully healed. Once an injured chick has been removed to safety, clean the wound and monitor for infection until healed. I do not recommend products that dye the skin blue, purple, or red. The main ingredient in such products is isopropyl alcohol, which stings when applied to open wounds, and the dye limits the chicken keeper’s ability to detect the first sign of infection, which is redness. I use Vetericyn’s wound and infection spray.

Keep injured chicks separated from flockmates by partitioning the brooder with a piece of hardware cloth. Once the injury has healed, reintegration is as simple as removing the divider.


Moving from Brooder to Coop

So you have a predator-proof coop ready and waiting and your tiny fluff balls have grown into mini feathered dinosaurs. When can your chicks stop using their heat source and move from the brooder to the coop? The short answer is … it depends.



If older flock members are already living in the coop, it’s best to wait until the chicks are close in size to the mature birds before beginning the process of flock integration. Smaller birds can be seriously hurt by normal pecking-order behaviors of older, bigger birds. A slow and deliberate integration process will help minimize conflict and stress for all the birds. I highly recommend the playpen method, a tried-and-true technique for a low-stress, low-conflict merger (see chapter 9).

Beyond the availability of adequate housing and managing the integration with older flockmates, there are several other factors to consider.
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Six-week-old cockerel, packed and ready to move out. If older flock members are already living in the coop, it’s best to wait until the chicks are close in size to the mature birds before beginning the process of flock integration.




BODY TEMPERATURE AND ENVIRONMENTAL TEMPERATURES

Although chicks reach their adult core body temperature at 10 days old, their ability to regulate body temperature isn’t well developed until after it is fully feathered. In general, most chicks are fully feathered by 6 weeks—their chick down is gone and they have grown real feathers that allow them to better regulate their temperature by trapping warm air against their bodies. Not all breeds or individual chickens are fully feathered at the same age, so the actual feathering should be considered, not merely the age of the chick. Even then, however, the chick’s ability to adapt to rapid changes in temperature is limited, so it must remain in an environment without wild temperature swings. In the heat of summer, chicks may require supplemental heat for only a few weeks; in very cold weather, they may need it for much longer.



Once chicks are observed spending little time near their heat source, it can ordinarily be eliminated. Ideally, chicks will not require any heat source in the coop. If the temperatures outside remain above 65°F (18°C) and the chicks are at least 5 weeks old, they can move into the coop without supplemental heat. If the chicks must be moved before they are ready to give up their heat source, is there electricity to the coop? If so, can heat be safely provided there? If not, wait to make the move until outside temperatures are warmer.

Once your new chickens are in the coop, watch and listen. Teenage chickens adjusting to a new residence will be active and quiet. If they’re huddled together cheeping noisily, they’re probably cold.


Reduce Stress in the Coop

Transition from one housing unit to another is extremely stressful for chickens of all ages. A few key steps can minimize stress-related behavioral problems.




INSTILL THE CONCEPT OF HOME

When chicks are moved, they will be confused and need time to adjust to the idea that the coop is their permanent home and the place to which they should return at night. I recommend keeping them inside the coop for at least a week, if not several, before allowing them access to the run. Chicks that are not given this initial acclimatization period often fail to return independently to the safety of the coop at dusk, which can be frustrating for the chicken keeper and dangerous for the birds.




DENY ACCESS TO NEST BOXES

In their new home, the initial inclination of stressed chicks is to hide, and nest boxes provide a natural refuge for frightened chicks. While the habit of sleeping in nest boxes may not be a problem initially, it will be when they begin laying eggs. Sleeping chickens are pooping chickens, and droppings will soil freshly laid eggs and increase the risk of illness from their consumption.



Avoiding the behavior is much easier than trying to break the habit. Blocking access to the nest boxes prior to the move prevents the chicks from getting into the habit of sleeping in them. By 17 to 18 weeks of age, the boxes can be opened for business.

If laying hens already reside in the coop, blockade nest boxes in the afternoon after egg laying is finished for the day and open them back up first thing in the morning. This allows layers access to the boxes during the day and prevents nest box slumber parties at night.


Sexing

Chicken gender is important to many chicken keepers most commonly because roosters are either not allowed in the neighborhood or not needed in a backyard flock. A wide array of methods is used to predict gender at various ages. Although you may read or hear claims about various sexing techniques that “always work for me,” any method has a shot at being right half the time! Better to flip a coin than to invest much credence in most old wives’ tales.



When purchasing chickens from a hatchery or feed store, remember that even the most reliable sexing methods used by commercial hatcheries have a margin of error and sometimes chicks simply get mixed up in sorting bins. The take-home message is always have a plan for roosters that cannot be kept!

Some methods of sexing chickens should be left to trained professionals; some can be used only in specific circumstances. Most sexing methods are not useful to the average backyard chicken keeper, so I will touch on those only briefly.
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While you might encounter claims about various sexing techniques that “always work for me,” any method has a shot at being right half the time! Better to flip a coin than to invest much credence in most old wives’ tales.




VISIBLE GENDER DIFFERENCES

By 3 weeks of age, it is usually possible to begin distinguishing physical features that point to a chicken’s gender. I find it enormously helpful to have several birds of the same age and breed to compare to each other. Some of the features to observe when trying to determine the gender are:
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By three weeks of age, it is usually possible to begin distinguishing physical features that point to a chicken’s gender. Here we see various breeds and genders. “Mom” is ellen deHeneres, a half Black Copper Marans, half Wheaten Marans.
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This “Showgirl” chick is actually a cockerel. He’s a hybrid produced by crossing a Silkie with a Naked Neck Turken.



Comb and wattles: In general, male chicks begin to develop more prominent, darker combs and wattles earlier than females do.

Hackle feathers: These grow around a chicken’s neck and begin to appear as a chicken approaches sexual maturity (4 to 6 months). A rooster’s hackle feathers are long and pointy; a hen’s are shorter and rounder.

Saddle feathers: Roosters grow long, pointy feathers on their back, toward the tail.

Legs and foot size: Males tend to have longer, thicker legs and bigger feet than females.

Tail feathers: Males of most breeds have long, fancy tail feathers referred to as “sickles.” The main sickle feathers are the longest, curvy feathers at the top of the tail. The curvy lesser sickle feathers line both sides of the tail beneath the main sickles.

Crowing: Although crowing does not ordinarily begin in cockerels (young roosters) until they approach sexual maturity, timing varies by breed and even individual birds. The youngest cockerel to begin crowing in my flock was a mere 3 weeks old!
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A sex-linked chicken is one whose gender may be determined by its appearance shortly after hatching. Red sex-linked chicks like this one can be produced by crossing a variety of breeds. The females are gold and the males are silver.



Posture: I find chick posture can be very telling at times. Males have an upright, jaunty—cocky, if you will—stance when startled or alerted to something.

Attitude: Cockerels can tip themselves off by behaving more assertively or aggressively than pullets at a very young age. This is not to say that pullets can’t be aggressive—this is just another factor to consider along with other physical signs.

Submissive squat: When approached by a rooster for mating, a hen that has reached sexual maturity will crouch, spread her wings to the sides for balance, and lower her tail. If you haven’t identified a chicken as a pullet by the age of 5 months or so, this posture is a sure sign that it is a hen and is going to lay an egg soon!


Seriously? Chick Sexing Old Wives’ Tales

Because commercial hatcheries and breeders lose money when they hatch male chicks, it is in their financial interest to employ accurate sexing methods; any time someone suggests a guaranteed DIY method of chick sexing, know that if commercial hatcheries do not use them, the method is either inaccurate, astronomically expensive, or just plain silly.

Egg shape: The claim? Pointy eggs indicate female chicks, rounded eggs indicate males. This method is not accurate.

Needle and thread (or ring on a string): The claim? If a needle or ring dangled over a baby chick moves back and forth, the chick is male; if it moves in a circular fashion, it’s female. This is harmless, but untrue.

Upside down: Please do not try this! The claim? When held upside down, male chicks will struggle to right themselves, females will not. This is not only inaccurate but also unkind.

Neck by two fingers: Again, please do not do this! The claim? Pick up a chick by its neck with two fingers. A female will draw its legs up to its body, a male will dangle its legs. This is dangerous and untrue.



SEX-LINKED GENDER DETERMINATION

A sex-linked chicken is one whose gender may be determined by its appearance shortly after hatching (either by down color or the growth rate of certain wing feathers). At the risk of mortifying geneticists everywhere, here are the gross oversimplifications.



Certain chicks can be sexed by the color of their down at hatch. An example of purebred color sex link is the Barred Plymouth Rock (BPR), which can be sexed at hatch based on the size and shape of a light-colored spot on the top of its head: males have a large white spot while females have a smaller, lighter, narrower spot. Overall, BPR males are also lighter in color than females. This method is considered about 80 percent accurate.


SEXING BY WING FEATHERS

Black sex-linked hybrids are produced by crossing a barred hen (such as a Barred Plymouth Rock) with a red rooster. All resulting chicks are black at hatch, but the males have a white spot on their heads. The male offspring will feather out like their mother while females will be a solid color. Color sexing hybrids is the only guaranteed sexing method. If you cannot have roosters, order sex-linked hybrids!



Red sex-linked chicks can be produced by crossing a variety of breeds. The most common commercial cross uses a silver female (such as a light Sussex) and a gold male (such as a Rhode Island Red). The females are gold and the males are silver. This method is considered about 80 percent accurate.

Finally, sexing hybrid chicks by the appearance of their wing feathers is accurate only if you know that the chick’s father was a fast-feathering breed and the mother was a slow-feathering breed and the sexing is done within 3 days after hatching. When slow-feathering females are crossed with fast-feathering males, the male offspring are slow-feathering and the female offspring are fast-feathering. What does that look like? Females will have two rows of wing feathers (primaries and coverts) of different lengths while the males’ feather rows will be the same length.
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Sexing hybrid chicks by the appearance of their wing feathers is accurate only if you know that the chick’s father was a fast-feathering breed and the mother was a slow-feathering breed and the sexing is done within three days after hatching.




VENT SEXING

Also known as cloacal inspection, vent sexing is a true art form that should not be attempted by amateurs. Highly trained, expert vent sexers employed by commercial hatcheries visually inspect the sex organs inside a day-old chick’s vent to determine gender. The differences between newly hatched chicks’ sex organs are so subtle that even the experts are only 90 to 95 percent accurate. It sounds and appears straightforward, but improper technique can result in disembowelment and death. Amateurs are not likely to read the anatomy with any degree of accuracy greater than a coin toss, so please stick with the coin toss at home.




DNA TESTING

Anyone can have certain labs perform a DNA analysis of a chick’s down, feathers, eggshell after hatch, or blood to determine gender, but this can quickly become very expensive.
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Food and Water

DIET MATTERS
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A BALANCED DIET IS ABSOLUTELY VITAL TO YOUR
chickens’ growth, health, and egg production. Hens certainly can survive by eating only what they scrounge up in a backyard, but they won’t be as healthy as they should be, they won’t live as long as they could, and their egg production and egg quality will suffer.
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Believe it or not, hens require approximately fifty different nutrients in precise amounts at the various stages of their lives. This is Silver Spangled Hamburg hen, Stella.




Chicken Feed Schedule

Hens require approximately fifty different nutrients in very precise amounts at the various stages of their lives; each nutrient plays a specific role, and many of them work in conjunction with each other. Poultry nutrition is not a recipe—it is a complicated science and the risks of getting it wrong are far-reaching and sometimes deadly. If you’re anything like me, you don’t want a degree in poultry nutrition, you just want to feed your chickens correctly. Thankfully, small armies of poultry nutritionists working for reputable feed companies formulate and continuously monitor the ingredients and composition of complete feeds for chickens at different stages of development. The results of their work are readily available at feed stores.



Feed ingredients and nutritional content deteriorate when feed is improperly stored or stored too long. When purchasing feed, buy only as much as your flock will use within a month or so and store it in a cool, dry location in a container out of the sun. Toxins produced by molds can be harmful, if not deadly, so never serve feed that has gotten wet or that appears moldy. Galvanized trash cans provide a degree of protection from the elements and make great rodent-proof storage containers.
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Thankfully, poultry nutritionists formulate and continuously monitor the ingredients and composition of complete feeds for different stages of development. The results of their work are readily available at feed stores. This Light Brahma hen is shown with one such complete feed.



The following are guidelines for feeding a complete, commercially produced ration to laying hens of different ages. Always follow the feed manufacturer’s directions if they vary from the following generalizations.

Abrupt changes in feed can alter the population of beneficial microflora in the gut, negatively impacting digestive health, so always transition gradually from one feed to another over a period of 7 to 10 days by mixing increasing amounts of the new feed into the old.


STARTER FEED: 1 DAY TO 8 WEEKS (CHICKS)

Also known as starter crumbles, starter feed contains the highest percentage of protein a layer will ever consume, which makes sense, given their astronomical rate of growth in the first few months of life.



Starter feed is sold in medicated and unmedicated varieties. Medicated feed contains amprolium to protect chicks from coccidiosis, a common and deadly intestinal disease spread in droppings. Amprolium is not an antibiotic. Chickens build up a natural immunity to parasitic coccidia protozoa gradually, and medicated feed containing amprolium helps keep coccidia in check while they do. Medicated starter feed will not treat a coccidiosis infection or any other illness. Chicks that have received the coccidiosis vaccine at the hatchery should not be fed medicated starter—the amprolium will render the vaccine useless and the chicks vulnerable to the disease.
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Chicks up to eight weeks old eat starter feed, also known as starter crumbles (left). Compare them to the pellets (right) fed to older birds.



Most new chicken keepers wonder at what age a chick can be given treats. The answer is there is no specific age at which treats become appropriate. Chicks are tiny and treats will replace a percentage of the essential nutrition in starter ration that their rapidly growing bodies require. I do not feed my chicks treats because the risk of creating a nutritional deficiency is too great. So before rushing to offer chicks snacks that they do not need, consider that young chicks have approximately twelve taste buds compared to a human’s nearly ten thousand and an adult chicken’s three hundred—not only are treats not in a chick’s best interest, but they go unappreciated anyway.

Should you decide to offer chicks anything other than starter feed, it must be provided with grit to aid digestion.


GROWER FEED: 8 TO 18 WEEKS

Adolescent layers (pullets) should be provided a grower ration, also called developer or starter/grower depending on the manufacturer. It’s important to transition from starter to grower feed to ensure young pullets’ developing bodies aren’t rushed into egg production before they’re ready, which can result in reproductive health problems. In some areas, this type of feed is not readily available, in which case continue with the starter feed until the teenagers are ready to transition into layer ration.




LAYER FEED: 18 WEEKS AND OLDER

Layer feed contains added calcium for eggshell production and lower protein content than starter and grower rations. Laying hens should be offered layer ration by 18 weeks old or when their first egg is laid, whichever comes first. Layer feed should not be fed to chickens younger than 18 weeks unless they have begun laying eggs because it contains calcium that can permanently damage kidneys, cause kidney stones or gout, reduce lifetime egg production, and even shorten a hen’s life span.



Layer feed is most commonly available in crumble and pellet forms, both of which describe the size of the feed. Pellets refer to a mixture of complete feed ingredients pressed through an extruder (think pasta machine or Play-Doh Fuzzy Pumper Barber Shop). Crumbles, on the other hand, are crushed pellets—same ingredients, different sizes and shapes. A third form is mash, a mixture of feed ingredients that has been coarsely ground but not pelleted.

Chickens at different stages of development often occupy the same living space, which raises the question of how to feed each properly. The solution is to offer everyone unmedicated starter/grower with oyster shell made available for the laying hens. The higher protein content of a starter/grower ration won’t hurt laying hens for a few weeks, but the calcium in layer feed could be harmful to pullets.


Other Dietary Needs

Due to the unique biology and physical characteristics of chickens, they require a few supplements to their normal feed.




GRIT

Because chickens have no teeth to break up fibrous foods, that task is accomplished in their digestive tract in a muscle known as the gizzard with the assistance of grit. Grit is simply small stones, granite, or sand consumed by a chicken that works with the gizzard like a mortar and pestle to grind up whole grains, insects, grasses, and more. Chickens fed only crumbled or pelleted commercial feed do not need grit because the feed dissolves easily with water and digestive enzymes. Chickens confined to a run or yard should be supplied with grit if they are offered anything beyond pelleted or crumbled feed. Chickens that graze outdoors will naturally pick up grit in their travels. Commercial grit can be purchased wherever chicken feed is sold.




OYSTER SHELLS

Although layer feed contains some calcium, crushed oyster shells should be made available to laying hens in a separate dish apart from the feed. Hens have varying calcium requirements and will consume as much oyster shell as they need. Mixing clean, air-dried eggshells into the oyster shells is fine, but eggshells alone are not an adequate calcium source for laying hens.



Of the approximately 25 hours needed to create an egg, 18 to 20 of them are dedicated to shell formation, which occurs overnight while a hen sleeps. Laying hens need 4 to 5 grams of calcium in their diet each day to make eggshells, which consist of 94 percent calcium carbonate. Layer feed contains crushed limestone, which can be thought of as a fast-release source of calcium because it’s small and absorbed easily and quickly—most food particles pass through a chicken in about 90 minutes.

Oyster shell acts as a slow-release source of calcium because its particles are large and sit in the gizzard, getting ground up a little at a time and gradually absorbed by the hen. This gives them what they need to make eggshells throughout the night. Oyster shell should never be given to chicks, however, as it can interfere with bone development and cause organ damage.
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Grit inside the gizzard works like a mortar and pestle to aid the breakdown of fibrous foods.
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Oyster shell sitting in the gizzard acts as a slow-release source of calcium that is ground up a little at a time and gradually absorbed by the hen while she makes eggshells overnight.
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MAKING EGGSHELLS WHILE SLEEPING Laying hens store calcium in special sections of their bones called the “medullary region.” Imagine a spongelike area filled with calcium inside a hard, hollow bone. Calcium carbonate must be broken down into its components (calcium and carbonate) in the hen’s intestine before the calcium can be absorbed into the bloodstream. From there, the calcium is either stored in the bones or routed directly to the shell gland. A hen can use and replace the calcium it carries in its bloodstream up to one hundred times overnight! If laying hens don’t get calcium when needed, they will steal from the calcium stash inside their cortical bones to produce eggshells. This calcium theft can cause brittle bones and, in the most severe cases, the inability to stand (a.k.a. “caged-layer fatigue”).



SCRATCH

Chicken scratch is not chicken feed and should not be mixed into a complete feed. It consists primarily of cracked corn and grains that are not a good source of vitamins, minerals, or protein. Think of it as chicken candy that your flock is better off without most of the time. In cold weather, chickens expend extra energy to keep warm. A small amount of scratch just before dusk is a decent source of energy during the night, but too much can contribute to obesity and obesity-related deaths. Skip the scratch except on the coldest winter nights.
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Scratch, often consisting largely of corn, is not chicken feed! Think of it as chicken candy that your flock is better off without.




Fermented Feed

More and more backyard chicken keepers are realizing the benefits of fermented chicken feed. Fermentation improves the nutritional value of feed, making various components more usable to the chicken and increasing the protein content. Fermented feed is also easier to digest and supports digestive health and immunity with probiotics to reduce bad microorganisms in the gut.



In addition, fermentation is a good money saver because feed is nearly doubled in volume after fermentation. And fermented feed fills up chickens faster with a meal higher in nutrition than dry feed, so the flock ultimately needs to consume less. Hens given fermented feed have been shown to produce bigger eggs with better shells.

In cold weather, consider offering warmed fermented feed as an alternative to less nutritious warm foods such as oatmeal and other concoctions that may make a pretty presentation but offer little nutritional value to chickens.


HOW TO FERMENT FEED IN THREE DAYS

Fermenting chicken feed is incredibly easy. If you’d like to try your hand at it, here’s how!



1. Portion chicken feed into a clean, food-safe plastic, glass, or ceramic container and cover with nonchlorinated/dechlorinated water.

2. Stir the mixture two or three times per day, adding water as needed to keep covered. Bubbling is a great sign—it means fermentation is occurring!

3. On day 3, reserve a little liquid to start the next batch and serve the rest in a wide, shallow dish.

As noted, on day 3, I start a second batch using some liquid from the first batch. The next day, I start a third batch with some of the liquid from the second batch so I constantly have three containers at different stages. The first batch will have to work a little harder than subsequent batches to start the fermentation with wild yeast from the air, but by reserving some liquid from the prior batch, subsequent batches start much more easily (it’s the same concept as making sourdough bread).


[image: Image]

Fermented feed, ready to serve.



Use the highest quality commercial chicken feed you can afford. It will have all the components necessary in the right proportions for your flock. Either pellets or crumbles can be used.

Some final notes about fermenting:

• Always offer dry layer feed during the day in addition to any fermented feed.

• Don’t let feed ferment longer than 5 days.

• Stirring helps expedite the process and prevents mold formation.

• Serve at an oatmeal-like consistency, not soupy.

• A sour, tangy smell by day 2 or 3 is normal.

• Remove feed containers from the chicken yard at day’s end to avoid mold.

• Chickens naturally distrust change, so if they balk at it initially, keep offering it—they’ll learn to love it!

• Fermented feed can be offered to chickens of all ages using the age-appropriate commercial feed.

• Serve warm, not hot, in cold weather.


Free Feeding vs. Restricted Feeding

The average hen eats 4 to 6 ounces of feed a day (approximately 2/3 cup), which they should be able to consume in small increments throughout the day. Their feeder should be accessible in the chicken yard during all waking hours so they can eat at their leisure (see “Obesity” section). Think of this free-feeding system as giving your birds a job; scratching and pecking for small bits of feed should be their primary daily activity—it keeps them busy and out of mischief like feather picking and egg eating.



A restricted or timed feeding regimen creates stress and competition for food; when chickens are fed at specific intervals, birds lower in the pecking order can be deprived of food if they’re not fast enough or are excluded from the feeder by other chickens.


[image: Image] Rachel recommends


[image: Image]
The key to rodent control is eliminating their access to feed and water. Treadle feeders, like the one seen here, and poultry nipple drinkers eliminate these enticements to mice and rats.





TREADLE FEEDERS I use galvanized steel treadle feeders, which have a cantilevered lid over the feed trough that lifts to expose the feed when a chicken steps onto the attached platform and closes when the chicken steps off it. Treadle feeders prevent rodents, sparrows, squirrels, and other wildlife from eating the feed and contaminating it. They also prevent chickens from pooping in and scooping feed out onto the dirty ground, contaminating it and attracting rodents for cleanup duty. Treadle feeders are more expensive than traditional feeders, but when considering the savings realized by eliminating wasted, stolen, and contaminated feed, a good-quality treadle feeder is worth its weight in gold.

 



Hop Off the Supplement Bandwagon

When it comes to poultry nutrition, for the love of Pete, please do not take advice about mixing rations from anyone on the Internet. This is truly one area where a little knowledge is dangerous. It is not prudent to spice up chicken feed with pantry items. It is harmful to add culinary herbs to chicken feed willy-nilly. And it is not wise to read a snippet in a newspaper about experiments done with commercial meat birds and attempt to apply them to your backyard flock.



Much of the free advice available these days is worth about as much as you pay for it, tendered by people who do not have to live with the tears you will shed when your pet chickens suffer or die as a result of bad advice you took from someone unqualified to dispense it. It’s simply best to get your chicken feed from a reputable feed company with its small army of poultry nutritionists accountable for getting it right.

At some point during the backyard chicken-keeping boom in the past 10 years, a seed of misinformation was planted among chicken hobbyists implying that healthy chickens require supplements, herbs, flowers, or other feed additives to maintain strong immune systems. That is total nonsense, my friends. Do not be shamed into jumping through hoops to add unnecessary ingredients to your flock’s already complete ration. Healthy chickens do not need gimmicks to maintain or “boost” their immune systems. Keep it simple! Provide clean water in clean containers, a complete layer feed, and plenty of clean, dry living space and they will thrive.

Hens are very sensitive to imbalances in their diet, and health problems can develop long before behavior, egg quality, or egg production are affected. The unnecessary addition of ingredients to chicken feed can hurt and kill chickens, according to Dr. Annika McKillop, a practicing poultry veterinarian in Maryland who sees flocks in their homes. Tragically, she has seen several chickens become deathly ill and die as a result of ingredients improperly added to their feed. If we heed the lessons from those cases, we can avoid similar heartache in our own flocks.
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Healthy chickens like this Partridge Plymouth Rock hen do not need gimmicks to maintain or “boost” their immune systems.
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Adding unnecessary ingredients to a complete chicken feed can endanger the health and lives of backyard chickens. This Mille Fleur d’Uccle hen, Daisy, enjoys a complete ration formulated by poultry scientists.



When she arrives for a home visit, Dr. McKillop assesses the flock’s living conditions and the behavior of each bird, and gathers a flock history from the chicken keeper. On one visit, Dr. McKillop was called out to see a small backyard flock less than 2 years old. Four of the hens had died in the preceding few days, and one hen was exhibiting signs of depression, ruffled feathers, loss of appetite, and bloody diarrhea—all symptoms the deceased birds had shown before dying. The sick hen was euthanized, and a necropsy performed onsite revealed a discolored intestine bloated from gas, filled with mucus, and speckled with small hemorrhages.

Dr. McKillop also performed a fecal test, finding that while there were no parasites or coccidia oocysts, there was an abundant bacterial population of Clostridium perfringens, the bacteria that causes gangrene and necrotic enteritis (a.k.a. rot gut). To determine what could have caused the deadly necrotic enteritis, Dr. McKillop examined the flock history she had gathered, which included a “feed recipe” from the flock keeper. The hens had begun eating the feed several days before they began dying and Dr. McKillop determined this feed “recipe” caused the necrotic enteritis and deaths. The deadly feed recipe included a bag of layer feed, old-fashioned oats, cracked corn, sunflower seeds, a flaxseed feed supplement, brewer’s yeast, garlic powder, probiotic powder, food-grade diatomaceous earth, sea kelp, and a handful of mixed, dried herbs.

The drastic change in the hens’ diet altered the bacterial populations in their intestines, causing the Clostridium bacteria to multiply. Although these bacteria are normal in small numbers, large populations produce harmful toxins that damage the intestine, causing malabsorption, bleeding, and death. The treatment for the survivors was returning them to an unaltered, complete layer feed and a prescription for chlortetracycline to combat the bad bacteria.

Poultry nutritionist Dr. Patrick Biggs further explained the effects the supplemental ingredients had on the flock. “I would start off by saying that this is a lot of unnecessary work and expense,” he told me. “Most companies that are making and selling complete laying hen feed already include these ingredients in the correct amounts.” Dr. Biggs found that the recipe diluted overall nutrition by 17 percent, energy/calories by 5 percent, and calcium by 15 percent.

The take-home message: adding unnecessary ingredients to a complete chicken feed can endanger the health and lives of backyard chickens. When poultry nutritionists have invested nearly a century of research determining the proper nutrient balance for laying hens, there is no need to second-guess.


Treats, Kitchen Scraps, and Healthy Snacks

Adult chickens have approximately three hundred taste buds and fewer as they age. Chicks have fewer still, so remember that chickens do not enjoy subtle flavor profiles the way people do. Sure, we all get a kick out of seeing our flocks run to greet us at the sight of treat containers. But the wrong treats—and treats in excess—can have unintended negative consequences. We should be mindful of the treats they can and should not eat and how much is too much.




TREAT GUIDELINES

When chickens eat treats, including healthy options and kitchen scraps, they’re not eating feed, which is the primary source of nutrition. Treats replace a portion of the essential dietary elements in feed and should be limited to no more than 5 percent of a chicken’s diet, or 2 tablespoons per bird a day occasionally. Excessive treats can cause obesity, reduced egg production, wonky eggs, vent prolapse, protein deficiencies, feather picking, fatty liver syndrome, heat stroke, and heart problems.



A good rule of thumb is if you shouldn’t eat it, then your pet chickens shouldn’t either. Let common sense be your guide in treat selection. The types of foods we require to maximize our own health are the foods we should consider for our chickens’ treats: high-protein, low-salt, low-sugar foods; whole grains; fruits; and vegetables. Dairy products are an exception to this general rule because birds are not equipped with the enzymes necessary to properly digest milk sugars. Think about it: mother birds do not nurse their young.

Most of us are familiar with the benefits that bacterial cultures in yogurt contribute to our own digestive health, and while some chicken keepers give yogurt to their chickens, poultry veterinarian Dr. Annika McKillop advises against it. A little yogurt occasionally may be fine, but too much dairy can cause digestive upset and diarrhea. A better practice is to add probiotics to their diet. Probiotics are live, nonpathogenic bacteria that contribute to the health and balance of microflora in the intestinal tract. They can strengthen the immune system and promote digestive health. Many chicken feeds already contain probiotics; if yours does not, they are readily available wherever feed is sold.

What about treats for chicks? Given their tiny size and rapid rate of growth, even small amounts of healthy treats can interfere with their growth, development, and ability to defend against illness. I don’t feed my chicks treats because I believe the potential harm to them is too great a price to pay for entertainment—theirs or mine. If chicks are fed anything besides starter feed, they should be offered grit to aid in digestion.
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Treats replace a portion of the essential dietary elements in chicken feed. They should be limited to no more than an occasional 2 tablespoons per bird per day.
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I don’t feed my chicks treats because I believe the potential harm to them is too great a price to pay for entertainment—theirs or mine. Besides, with approximately a dozen taste buds, chicks can’t appreciate many flavor profiles. This is male Serama chick Caesar.




Chicken Treat Myths and Facts

Myth: Chickens should not eat avocados.

Fact: Chickens can eat avocado flesh in moderation, but pits and skin contain persin, which can be toxic in significant quantities. So don’t worry about sharing a little avocado with your feathered friends!

Myth: Chickens should not eat raw potatoes or potato skins.

Fact: Chickens should not eat green potato skins, and neither should we. Green indicates the presence of solanine, a toxin that affects the nervous system when consumed in large quantities. The average, healthy human would have to eat 41/2 pounds in one sitting to experience any neurological effects. A chicken would also need to consume large quantities relative to its weight to experience any ill effects.

Myth: Chickens should never eat onions.

Fact: Chickens can eat onions, chives, and garlic in small quantities from last night’s dinner leftovers.



HEALTHY TREATS THAT ENCOURAGE ACTIVITY

I’m not trying to be the Fun Police—I’m all for the occasional healthy treat and if it keeps chickens occupied and active, then all the better! Remember, while a human has approximately ten thousand taste buds, a chicken has an estimated three hundred; they will react as favorably to greet you carrying a bag of layer crumbles as a bag of treats. That said, here are a few ways to offer healthy treats that can provide some fun as well.



Sprouting grains or sunflower seeds: Provide several small containers of sprouts to ensure everyone gets some and to avoid fighting (see chapter 9).

Hanging edibles: Different fruits and veggies (cucumber, zucchini, apples, kale, etc.) can be strung piñata style for a fun and nutritious boredom buster in lousy weather. Warning: If a chicken ingests the string, it can get tangled in the digestive tract, creating a medical emergency and worse. Always use a sturdy material such as thick sisal string or 22-gauge floral wire that will not break. Secure it well to the structure and remove promptly when the interest wanes.

Chicken soccer: Drill 1/2-inch holes in empty plastic water bottles and fill with layer crumbles. Replace caps and let the games begin! Provide several bottles to avoid conflict and fowl penalties.


Healthy Treats for Chickens

Proteins: fully cooked beans, beef, cooked eggs, fish, insects, mealworms, pork, sunflower seeds with shells

Fruits: apples, peeled bananas, berries, coconut flesh, grapes, melon, peaches, pears, pomegranates, raisins, strawberries

Vegetables: asparagus, beets, broccoli, cabbage, carrots, cauliflower, corn, cucumbers, eggplant, leafy greens, peas, peppers, pumpkins, squashes

Whole grains: whole-grain bread, oatmeal (cooked or not), pasta, sprouted grains


Occasional Treats

Avocado flesh (but no skin or pits), potatoes (but not green), tomatoes in small quantities




Never!

Foods containing sugar, salt, or mold; chocolate; coffee; or uncooked, dried beans (these contain phytohemagglutinin, which is highly toxic to humans and animals)
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While a human has approximately 10,000 taste buds, a chicken has an estimated 300. They will react as favorably to a bag of layer crumbles as to a bag of treats. These Black Copper Marans hens are entertained by a cucumber “tetherball.”





Water: Clean and Outside the Coop

The importance of clean water in clean containers cannot be overstated. Water is critical in every aspect of chicken metabolism; without it, they cannot digest feed, regulate body temperature, or produce eggs. As caretakers, we owe it to our chickens to provide them with access to clean water in clean containers at all times. Water additives are no substitute for the regular cleaning and sanitizing of water containers.



In warm weather, water consumption can double or quadruple, and studies show that chickens would rather go thirsty and dehydrate than drink warm water (see chapter 9).

In cold weather, birds keep themselves warm in large part by consuming more feed to fuel their internal furnaces. Access to water is vital to their ability to digest food and keep warm. Preventing water from freezing in cold temperatures can be a major challenge, but there are some sure-fire ways to survive winter water woes (see chapter 9).


NIPPLE DRINKER SYSTEMS

With traditional bell waterers or open containers, it’s nearly impossible to prevent chickens from soiling the water with litter and droppings, which means the water will require close monitoring for cleanliness and daily sanitizing. Elevating these types of waterers using bricks or a cinder block can help keep litter and poop out, but chickens will make it their mission to foul the water despite your best efforts.



I use and recommend poultry nipple waterers (PNWs) because they keep drinking water free from litter and droppings. There are many affordable nipple drinker systems available, from DIY units to automatic, hose-filled fountains. Chickens simply tap the end of a metal pin to release water from the container directly into their mouths. To prevent freezing in cold temperatures, a submersible heater will need to be installed and stainless steel pins replaced with copper pins that better conduct heat. Alternatively, you could switch to a traditional waterer for the winter months.

With a few inexpensive items and the following instructions, your backyard chickens can benefit from a PNW. They can be made from a variety of containers, from water bottles to 5-gallon buckets, PVC pipes to plastic juice bottles. Design is limited only by your imagination! The key to a good nipple drinker is ensuring that the pins do not leak, so source your supplies carefully.


DIY Poultry Nipple Waterer
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A poultry nipple waterer is very simple to construct using a stainless-steel, screw-in nipple and a clean container. I find that chicks train to vertical nipples more easily than the horizontal nipple style shown above.



Materials

• Plastic container with lid

• Stainless steel, screw-in horizontal poultry nipple (1 for every two or three birds)

• Drill and 3/8" drill bit


Assembly

Step 1. Drill a hole in the side of container 2" up from the bottom. Drill a small hole in the top to allow air in (otherwise the unit will not work properly).



Step 2. Securely screw the poultry nipple into the bottom hole.

Step 3. Demonstrate to the chickens how the PNW works by tapping the pin with a finger. Their attention will be drawn to the water droplet and as soon as one investigates and tests it, others will follow. Because retraining may take some time, it’s best to begin in temperate weather. If baby chicks don’t grasp the concept immediately, leave a second source of water in the brooder until they are using the nipple drinker routinely.



Obesity

With all the attention and care we give our pet chickens, and as much as we would like to see them live long, healthy lives, we may be unintentionally contributing to their premature demise. Obesity is a significant problem in backyard hens. Fortunately, with a few commonsense modifications to their lifestyle, obesity can be prevented and controlled.



Most of today’s pet chickens do not forage the day away on lush pastures, due to either space constraints or their keeper’s desire to protect them from predators. As a result, their fitness trackers do not rack up the miles, and their diets are controlled by us, not by them. We unintentionally overfeed them without realizing the consequences. By being aware of the need for balanced rations, moderate treat offerings, and as much room to exercise as possible, we can maximize our pets’ health and provide them with the best chance for a long life.
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Chickens cannot maintain optimal health or productivity without clean feed and water. I recommend treadle feeders (see chapter 3) and poultry nipple waterers because they keep feed and water free of litter and droppings.



A fully grown hen should not continue to gain weight, but if she consumes more calories than she expends, she will, and the first places she’ll store it are in her abdomen and liver. As she continues to gain weight, fat will become palpable between the tip of her keel bone and the vent, but by the time the abdominal fat pad is felt or seen under the skin, serious liver damage will have already occurred. With excess fat in her abdomen, hot weather becomes life-threatening. Without sweat glands, she relies upon respiration to regulate her internal temperature, and when abdominal fat limits her ability to breathe properly in high temperatures, she can die from heatstroke in a matter of minutes.

Obesity can cause decreased fertility, egg binding, and prolapsed vent. The two most common obesity-related causes of death in laying hens are heatstroke and fatty liver hemorrhagic syndrome (FLHS). According to Dr. Mike Petrik, a laying hen veterinarian in Ontario, Canada, “Obesity causes sudden death from ‘fatty liver hemorrhagic syndrome,’ where the liver fills with fat, becomes fragile, splits, and causes the bird to bleed to death.”
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It’s nearly impossible to prevent chickens from soiling the water in traditional bell waterers or open containers, which means the water will require close monitoring and daily sanitizing. Additives are no substitute for the regular cleaning and sanitizing of containers.



The key to preventing obesity in backyard chickens is found in a familiar formula: a healthy diet of a complete feed and limited treats along with plenty of exercise. Hens primarily confined to a run should be given as large a yard as possible to maximize their ability to exercise. The bare minimum yard/run size is 10 square feet per bird, but more is always better.

Weight changes in a mature hen are a sign of a problem. Weigh hens regularly. Waiting until after dark when they have gone to roost is the best time for this task because their night vision is poor and they are less likely to object to handling. Document the results and compare them to previous weigh-ins. If they are losing weight, there is a problem. If they are gaining weight, they are being overfed. If a flock is found to be gaining weight, reduce their daily dietary intake by 5 to 10 percent and provide greater opportunities to exercise until their goal weight is reached.
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If a full-grown hen consumes more calories than she expends, the first places she’ll store that extra weight are in her abdomen and liver. Kate is a speckled Sussex hen.
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Health Basics, Part 1

WELLNESS
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GREAT-GRANDMA’S CHICKENS WERE KEPT AS LIVESTOCK
and their days were numbered. Their primary purpose was to feed the family both eggs and meat. They were not named or doted upon. After their prime egg-laying days had passed, they filled the freezer for the coming year’s meals. If they were sick or injured, they became the guests of honor at Sunday dinner. But times have changed.
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Many chicken keepers would gladly compensate a veterinarian for the same quality of medical care their other pets enjoy. Unfortunately, the historical lack of demand for small-flock health care means that trained, experienced poultry veterinarians are rare ducks. Petey is a female Black Araucana chick.
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When our birds are sick and we don’t know where to turn, it’s tempting to trust advice from anyone with five minutes more experience than us. Don’t be fooled by specious claims that you can prevent diseases and cure what ails your chickens with garlic, herbs, diatomaceous earth, or vinegar. There are no shortcuts to chicken health.



Today’s backyard chickens are kept primarily as pets and for eggs; they are given names and invitations to live out their natural lives as beloved family members without regard to their declining productivity. When they are sick or injured, their chicken keepers tend to them and try diligently to find them qualified medical care providers. Many chicken keepers would gladly compensate a veterinarian for the same quality of medical care their other pets enjoy, but unfortunately, the historical lack of demand for small-flock health care means that trained, experienced poultry veterinarians are rare ducks.

Very few practicing veterinarians, including avian vets, complete coursework in poultry anatomy, physiology, or disease. There are currently fewer than three hundred diplomates certified by the American College of Poultry Veterinarians (ACPV), nearly all of whom work in government, academia, or the commercial poultry industry. The work of keeping commercial flocks healthy and productive has resulted in an abundance of scientific insight about flock management best practices for commercial poultry farms, but very few resources have been committed to studying issues specific to small laying flocks.
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When our birds are sick and we don’t know where to turn, it’s tempting to trust advice from anyone with five minutes’ more experience than us. Don’t be fooled by specious claims that you can prevent diseases and cure what ails your chickens with garlic, herbs, diatomaceous earth, or vinegar. There are no shortcuts to chicken health. White Silkie Freida tends to her adopted chick.



But there is reason for hope! Sources in the ACPV tell me they are optimistic that it will become common for vets to begin seeing backyard chickens in the next 5 to 10 years. Until then, we will remain our chickens’ primary health care providers and advocates.

The steady increase of U.S. households keeping chickens over the past 15 years, coupled with the scarcity of specialized avian veterinary care, has resulted in a proliferation of folklore generated by laypeople to fill the poultry health care void. There is no shortage of bush leaguers offering dubious or unintentionally dangerous advice. When our birds are sick and we don’t know where to turn, it’s tempting to trust advice delivered in clever sound bites from anyone with 5 minutes’ more experience than us. Don’t be fooled by specious claims that you can prevent diseases and cure what ails your chickens with garlic, herbs, DE, or vinegar. There are no shortcuts to chicken health.

Until the supply of poultry veterinarians catches up with the demand for their services, backyard chicken keepers need to work a little harder at finding health care resources. Contact all the veterinarians in your area to ask whether they treat chickens. In addition, a variety of state and federal resources are available to assist backyard chicken keepers in different capacities. These include state veterinarians, veterinary diagnostic laboratories, USDA state poultry extension specialists, and poultry veterinarians through the USDA’s Veterinary Services office.


Simple Steps for Healthy Hens

Whether or not we have access to a poultry veterinarian, we are able to significantly influence the health of our chickens by focusing on basic principles of good flock management. There are no gimmicks or shortcuts to keeping chickens healthy and preventing disease. This means providing a complete commercial ration, limiting treats and stress, offering clean water in clean containers, maintaining plenty of clean, dry living space, and observing good biosecurity practices. Please refer to the appropriate chapters for more in-depth discussions and recommendations on each of these topics.



The term biosecurity refers to the steps we take to protect our flocks from infectious diseases. Everyone approaches biosecurity differently, guided by personal risk tolerance, but implementing even the most basic biosecurity measures can significantly limit potential health threats to a flock.
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For sanitizing as a biosecurity measure, I use unactivated Oxine to disinfect shoes and equipment, at the rate of 1/4 teaspoon per gallon of water. Alternatively, use 1/4 to 1/2 cup Clorox-brand bleach per gallon of water. This is Marilyn, a White Orpington.



A chicken’s complex immune system defends it from pathogens that have the potential to cause infectious disease. How well its immune system responds to an attack depends on the bird’s age, health, and the strength and concentration of pathogens encountered. Different types of stress weaken the ability of a chicken’s immune system to fight infection. Stress can be in the form of overcrowding, dietary deficiencies, temperature extremes, misuse of medications or dietary supplements, rough handling, and predator attacks.

But even healthy chickens don’t stand a chance of remaining healthy if we schlep pathogens into their yard. Potential disease carriers include you and other poultry keepers, clothing, shoes, equipment (shovels, tractors, wheelbarrows, car tires), and all wildlife, including predators and pests. Limit potential disease carriers from entering the chicken yard from high-risk locations, including all other chicken yards, poultry swaps, poultry shows, livestock auctions, farms, fairs, and feed stores.


BIOSECURITY BEST PRACTICES

• Require visitors from high-risk locations to wash their hands, change their clothing, and sanitize footwear or use dedicated rubber-soled footwear before entering your yard. Take the same precautions when returning home from high-risk locations and after caring for chickens in isolation.

• Disinfect feeders and waterers regularly.

• Empty, clean, and disinfect coops at least annually.



• Don’t attract wild birds to the area with bird feeders or birdbaths.

• Control the rodent, fly, and wild bird populations in and around the chicken yard.

• Obtain necropsies (postmortem exams) when birds die of unknown causes.

• Never add birds exhibiting symptoms of disease to your flock.

• Chickens from other yards can be recovered carriers of disease—it’s safest not to bring them into your flock at all, but if you must, quarantine properly.

It’s safest not to bring new birds into a flock at all. If you choose to accept the risk, it’s very important to implement proper quarantine procedures. A chicken that appears perfectly healthy can be a disease carrier. In addition, during times of stress, such as moving from one home to another, latent diseases can become active, causing birds to exhibit symptoms of illness and shed pathogens, actively infecting other chickens.

A quarantine period provides the opportunity to watch for parasites and symptoms of illnesses as they emerge before exposing the rest of the flock. Failure to quarantine properly can result in the death of all the birds. To quarantine properly, follow these recommendations:

• Keep new birds at least 12 yards away from the existing flock. Some diseases, such as Mycoplasma gallisepticum (MG), can travel in the air.

• Keep new birds confined and isolated in a dedicated coop, pen, or other suitable housing area.

• Don’t share equipment, clothes, shoes, feeders, or waterers between the new birds and the existing flock. For example, do not feed the new birds and then walk through the existing flock in the same, unsanitized shoes.

• The longer a bird is in quarantine, the greater the opportunity for diseases to manifest themselves and be detected. Three weeks is the bare minimum recommendation; 30 to 60 days is better.

• During quarantine, testing can be performed (e.g., fecal float testing for worms, blood work for other communicable diseases) and a lice or mite infestation can be identified and treated.

• Observe new birds for signs of illness, including coughing; sneezing; gurgling; red, swollen, or watery eyes; eye or nasal discharge; paralysis of legs and/or wings; discolored combs/wattles; drowsiness or depression; uncoordinated movements; lack of appetite or failure to drink; and unusual droppings (bloody, worms, diarrhea).

• Never add birds exhibiting signs of illness to an existing flock.

• If the quarantine period expires and all the new birds appear healthy, they can be integrated gradually into the existing flock (see chapter 9).

Even when all these precautions are taken, they are still not foolproof because chickens raised in different places can develop different sets of immunities. A perfectly healthy chicken raised in one flock and then moved to a different flock can transmit a disease (to which it has developed immunity) to the new flock (lacking the same immunity due to lack of prior exposure), and vice versa.


Vaccines

by Dr. Mike Petrik

Although vaccination is something every chicken keeper should think about, it’s complicated with no right answer. Vaccines are viruses that have been selected for being very weak, have been crippled in a lab (attenuated or modified), or have been killed (inactivated). They protect by fooling the body into thinking it has been infected with the full-blown disease. The body recognizes the virus and keeps some immune cells in ready reserve if it sees the virus again.

Here’s a metaphor I find useful. Think of your hen as a seaside town. To protect the town you either need to build a high break wall or keep the waves low. Either way is effective. Vaccinating is like building a break wall and the amount of disease that tries to infect your bird is the sea. You need to decide for your flock which philosophy you want to follow: low water or high wall. Ideally, you choose both. Protect your hens as much as is practical and reduce the challenges they face. Your main risk for introducing disease to your flock is when new birds show up—you can never be sure what they are carrying, even if they look perfectly healthy.

When introducing new birds, know their vaccine histories—what vaccines have they had and how long ago? The longer the time since the last vaccination, the more the wall gradually crumbles. Knowing the vaccine status of incoming birds will always be tricky unless you are buying day-old chicks. Ask anyway.

Try to match the two groups as best you can. If the new birds have been exposed to a disease your hens haven’t, find out whether you can vaccinate yours 2 or 3 weeks ahead of the new birds’ arrival. Conversely, make sure new arrivals are protected from any viruses your hens carry.

Now quarantine the newcomers. Birds shed viruses much more when they are under stress. If you can get them used to your yard, water, feed, and management before they are exposed to your existing flock, you will reduce virus shedding by a huge proportion.
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Let’s focus on what will be useful to your flock: your ability to recognize signs of a problem, knowing how to safeguard sick and healthy birds, and finding professional help when necessary. This Black Copper Marans hen is exhibiting the typical appearance of a sick chicken.




Recognizing Illness and Injury

Without a vet to examine your sick chicken, it’s useless to worry about all the possibilities. For example, nearly a dozen respiratory diseases share similar symptoms that even a poultry vet cannot distinguish among without lab tests.



So rather than take you on a tour of Diseaseville, let’s focus on what will be useful to your flock: your ability to recognize signs of a problem, knowing how to safeguard sick and healthy birds, and finding professional help when necessary. Chapter 8 will focus on specific problems and their treatments.


HOW TO HOLD A CHICKEN

Holding a chicken correctly allows you to examine it easily and keep it calm. It also keeps the pooping end of the bird as far away from you as possible!



With the chicken’s beak facing you and your palm facing up with fingers spread apart, slide your index finger between the legs. Allow the keel bone to rest on your palm and forearm. Wrap your pinky, ring finger, and middle finger around one thigh while the thumb holds the other thigh.

It is easiest to examine a chicken after dark when roosting. I use a headlamp and enlist help from a partner whenever possible. A bath is another good opportunity to get a closer look—after the initial surprise of being placed in water, most chickens love baths (though they should be bathed only when necessary). If neither such opportunity is convenient, keep a bird calm by loosely wrapping it in a towel, covering its head and eyes while ensuring ample breathing room.
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Use a small scale to weigh birds periodically, making note of weights for future comparison. An adult chicken like this Serama hen should maintain a consistent weight.
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This Columbian Wyandotte hen has a red comb and wattles; clear, moist, round eyes; and clean nares that are free from discharge.




PHYSICAL EXAM

Chickens are masterful at concealing illness and injury until they are in dire straits, but by spending time observing and handling your birds, you will be able to pick up on subtle signs as early as possible. A healthy bird is alert and active, eating and drinking, scratching and pecking throughout the day with periods of dust bathing and resting in between. It will not sit in the same spot for hours at a time or fail to react when approached. A healthy chicken should not limp, have labored breathing, avoid food, drink excessively, lose weight, or hide. Investigate any change from normal behavior and appearance.



Suppose one of your chickens isn’t behaving quite right. Now what? Begin troubleshooting with this head-to-toe chicken checkup:

1. Weight: Use a small scale to weigh birds periodically, making note of weights for future comparison. An adult chicken should maintain a consistent weight. Weight loss may indicate illness, worms, coccidiosis, malnutrition, or bullying by birds blocking access to feed. Weight gain indicates overfeeding, usually by way of treats, snacks, and kitchen scraps.

2. Combs and Wattles: The comb and wattles should be red and correct for the breed. If a chicken’s normal comb is usually upright, it shouldn’t be flopped over; if it’s usually full or plump, it shouldn’t be shriveled. The comb and wattles should not be pale, purple, or ashy, or have lesions or scabs, which can indicate fowl pox, frostbite, pecking injuries, or a fungal infection known as favus. A pale comb can be normal for a broody hen, a molting chicken, chickens in very cold weather, or a pullet that has not yet begun laying eggs.

3. Eyes: Eyes should be clear, bright, round, and moist. The pupils should be round and equal in size, and react to light. The eyes should not be sunken, swollen, cloudy, watery, crusty, bubbly, or contain any type of discharge.

4. Nares: A chicken’s nostrils should be clean and free of discharge or crust.

5. Beak: A normal beak is smooth, free from cracks, and closed most of the time. An open beak can indicate stress or overheating. The upper mandible is slightly longer than the lower and should be aligned directly above it. Any sudden change in alignment is abnormal. Chips, breaks, or overgrown beaks should be honed by filing. Scissor beak (a.k.a. crossed beak) is a common deformity that does not occur suddenly (see chapter 5).

6. Mouth: There should be no foaming, discharge, squeaking, honking, or labored breathing. The inside of the mouth should be free from lumps, lesions, and discoloration. Wet fowl pox and mold toxicity are common causes of cheesy-looking lesions inside the mouth. The breath should not smell foul, a common indicator of sour crop. The roof of the mouth is split, and the divide in the hard palate (the choanal slit) should be clear and unobstructed.

7. Feathers: Plumage should be shiny and follow the contour of the body except in birds with a genetic trait for frizzled feathers that grow out and curl away from the body. Broken, bloody, or frayed feathers can indicate behavioral problems in the flock, stress, parasites, nutritional deficits, or rodent problems. A high-production layer can have ragged-looking feathers toward the end of her production cycle until molting. Know what molting looks like (see chapter 9) and the age and season to expect it, as well as what pinfeathers look like.

8. Skin: Part feathers all over the body to inspect the skin, which should be free from mites, lice, maggots, scabs, lacerations, lumps, and bruises.

9. Breast and Keel: The breast should be firm and free of blisters. The keel is the bone in between the breast muscles, and it should be straight. It should not be bony or protrude (which can indicate weight loss), be difficult to feel, or be padded with fat.

10. Wings: A chicken’s wings should be free from cuts, swelling, and injuries. The armpit area underneath the wing should be free of insects.

11. Abdomen: The abdomen should be firm, not hard, swollen, or squishy like a water balloon. An abnormal abdomen may signal egg yolk peritonitis, an oviduct infection, heart failure, or a number of other serious issues requiring veterinary care.

12. Preen Gland: Located where the tail meets the back, this little nub should not appear blocked or swollen. The skin surrounding it should be free of parasites.

13. Vent: On a laying hen, this orifice should be clean and moist but not wet. There should be no scabbing, insects, blood, discharge, or accumulations.

14. Legs, Feet, and Toes: Scales on a chicken’s legs and feet should be smooth and lie flat. Raised, flaky, or crusty-looking scales can indicate a mite problem. Feet and legs should be free from swelling, lesions, and scabs. Nails should be a reasonable length and trimmed or filed if they interfere with walking.

15. Poop: Often one of the first signs of a health problem is a change in the appearance of droppings. Normal chicken poop spans a wide range of colors and textures, which can make it tricky to identify abnormal poop.
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Buff Orpington hen. Plumage should be shiny and follow the contour of the body, except in birds with a genetic trait for frizzled feathers that grow out and curl away from the body.
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Located where the tail meets the back, the preen gland should not appear blocked or swollen. The skin surrounding it should be parasite-free.




Chicken Baths: When and How

Chickens ordinarily maintain their hygiene by dust bathing, but there are times when a water bath may be necessary. Partial baths of limited areas are usually sufficient in instances when vent feathers have accumulated droppings or a bloody injury requires cleaning and assessing.

Bathing a chicken is a lot like bathing an infant or a dog—the most important thing is to prevent drowning while accomplishing the task with reasonable speed. I like to bathe my chickens in a bathtub or a sink with a sprayer nozzle, but two large basins or buckets will suffice, one for washing and one for rinsing. Line the bottom of the basins with a hand towel or rubber shelf liner to prevent slipping and fill them with lukewarm water.

Hold the bird between the fingers of one hand while holding the wings securely against the back in anticipation of flapping. Slowly lower the bird into the water, soaking the affected area if necessary to loosen any built-up debris.

Don’t use products like Dawn dish soap or vinegar, which can strip needed oil from feathers, dry the skin, and make feathers brittle. With a mild shampoo for pets or babies, gently work a small amount into the feathers and skin. Rinse well with clear water. Expect extreme relaxation before long; many chickens enjoy baths so much that they nod off! Keep the bird’s head above water.

When the bird is clean, gently squeeze excess water from the feathers and wrap it securely in a large towel. If the weather is very warm, the chicken can air-dry; otherwise, dry the bird with a hair dryer on low heat. Most birds love the entire process!

Sanitize the tubs when finished.
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Partial baths of limited areas are usually sufficient in instances when vent feathers have accumulated droppings or a bloody injury requires cleaning and assessing. This Araucana rooster had gotten into a scuffle with another rooster.





CHICKEN DIGESTIVE TRACT
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NORMAL CHICKEN POOP
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ABNORMAL CHICKEN POOP
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THE SCOOP ON POOP

Understanding the journey food takes through a chicken’s body helps us better appreciate the end result. Food and water travel from the mouth, down the esophagus, and into the crop, where it’s stored before passing into the stomach (proventriculus). There, acid and digestive enzymes are added before the food moves into the gizzard (ventriculus), where it is ground up before moving into the intestines.



Ceca branching off the small intestine absorb water contained in the food. The ceca ferment matter not previously broken down in the digestive tract and empty their stinktastic contents several times a day. Cecal poop resembles really disgusting pudding and can range in color from yellow to black.

The last stop in the digestive tract is the cloaca. Here, the contents that have passed from the intestines combine with urates. Chickens don’t have a bladder, so they eliminate waste products from the urinary system inside the body in the form of uric acid, which appears as a white cap on the top of the feces. These waste products exit the body through the cloaca (as do eggs).

Unusual droppings may signal illness or parasites, or can be caused by something the chicken ate. Too much protein in the diet can cause diarrhea. The consumption of large amounts of water causes watery droppings, which is normal in hot weather, but not otherwise. Black oil sunflower seeds can cause black poop and purple cabbage causes blue poop.

A broody hen with aspirations of hatching chicks leaves her nest to relieve herself once or twice a day instead of taking a dozen or more bathroom breaks throughout the day. As a result, broody poop is gargantuan.

The occasional appearance of bits of pink tissue in droppings from an adult hen is ordinarily from normal shedding of intestinal lining, but blood in the poop is never normal. Yellow, foamy, greasy-looking, watery, or dark green droppings are all abnormal and should be tested for parasites (see chapter 8).


TRIMMING NAILS AND SPURS

Chickens’ nails and roosters’ spurs are similar to human and dog nails in that they continue to grow and require maintenance. Backyard chickens can usually maintain the length of their toenails through normal activities, but some chickens can’t because of awkward anatomical positioning or from being housed on wire floors or soft litter. In such cases, trimming, clipping, or filing is needed to prevent lameness or injury.



The basic tools needed to trim nails are styptic powder, paper towels, a nail file, and dog nail clippers, either guillotine- or plier-style clippers with a safety guard.

Chickens’ nails contain veins that will bleed if the nail is cut too far back. Always trim conservatively to avoid nicking the vein and keep styptic powder handy while trimming.

I like to trim nails when chickens are roosting at night while wearing an inexpensive headlamp and a partner to hold the bird. Grasping the foot firmly in one hand, trim off one-fourth to one-third of the length of the nail. If the nail bleeds, immediately dip it in styptic powder and hold gentle pressure on it with a paper towel until the bleeding stops. File any sharp or jagged edges.

Spurs are hornlike, bony projections that grow out of the back of a rooster’s lower leg and are used for personal defense and flock protection. Think of the spur like a thumb that’s completely covered by a thick, sharp fingernail. A rooster’s spurs continue to grow just as his nails do and, if left unchecked, can interfere with his ability to walk, causing injury to him and others. Blunted spurs after trimming are safer for everyone. Even some hens can grow spurs, so don’t be surprised to find one of your older hens in need of a spur trim too!
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Certain breeds, such as Dorkings and Silkies like Freida (above), have extra toes growing in odd directions, which makes it impossible for the birds to maintain their length. In such cases, nails will require periodic trimming.
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Spurs are bony, horn-like projections used for personal defense and flock protection.



To maintain a reasonable length, the spur cap can be trimmed or removed, a process known as uncapping. I do not uncap my roosters’ spurs because when the hard outer layer of the spur is removed, the exposed bony tissue may bleed, is painful when touched, and is vulnerable to infection. It’s not unlike ripping a nail off your own finger. I just can’t get on board with the procedure.

The same method for trimming nails applies to spurs: steer clear of the live tissue underneath the spur cap, conservatively cut only the first one-fourth to one-third of the projection with very sharp, large dog clippers, and file any sharp edges. The spur caps will regrow.


Preparing for Illness and Injury

Most of us spend a great deal of time preparing for the arrival of our first chickens, but few of us give much thought to how we will handle serious illnesses or injuries. Nothing leaves a chicken keeper feeling more powerless than not knowing how to help a flock member in need, but being prepared can make an already-difficult time less stressful. Plan an infirmary space before it is needed and keep first aid supplies on hand.




INFIRMARY SPACE

A chicken infirmary space should be conveniently located in a warm, quiet, predator-proof area away from the flock that allows frequent observation of the patient. A small rabbit hutch or collapsible dog kennel works well, allows excellent visibility, and can accommodate areas for food and water. It should be lined with litter such as pine shavings or soft towels, be large enough for the chicken to stand up and turn around in, and have an area where the chicken can relieve itself away from its food and water.
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Plan for a chicken infirmary—a space located in a warm, quiet, predator-proof area away from the flock. Petey is an Araucana pullet.




FIRST AID KIT

In addition to an infirmary space, you should keep a chicken first aid kit handy. A plastic container with a lid works perfectly well to hold the supplies. Do not keep first aid supplies inside the chicken coop—temperature extremes will degrade and reduce the effectiveness of many products. Here are the items you should have:



• Vitamins and electrolytes (for shock and dehydration)

• Eye dropper or syringe (for hand-feeding water, medications, and liquid nutrition)

• Powdered baby bird formula (for hand-feeding)

• Epsom salts (for soaking some injuries)

• Nonstick gauze pads

• VetRap self-sticking bandages (for spraddle leg and wrapping wounds)

• Disposable gloves

• Tweezers

• Dog nail clippers (for trimming beaks, spurs, and toenails)

• Styptic powder (for bleeding nails and beaks)

• Antibiotic ointment

• Superglue (for broken beak repair)

• LED headlamp or flashlight

• Vetericyn Poultry Care Spray (for wounds)

• Aspirin (not baby aspirin)

• Chicken saddle (for hens with feather loss from overmating)

• ProZyme powder (digestive and nutritional support for ill chickens; sprinkle 1/4 teaspoon onto 1 cup of feed)

• Old towels (for calming a chicken during a procedure and bedding for very sick birds)

• Phone numbers of veterinarian and state’s animal pathology lab
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Do not keep first aid supplies inside the chicken coop—temperature extremes will degrade and reduce the effectiveness of many products.
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Health Basics, Part 2

TREATING INJURED AND SICK CHICKENS
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NO MATTER HOW ATTENTIVE WE ARE
as chicken keepers or how well our chickens are managed, health problems will arise in every flock eventually.
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Serama rooster and hen, Caesar and Portia.




What to Do in a Health Crisis

Instead of rattling off a daunting list of poultry diseases and their related symptoms, I think it would be more helpful to walk you through the steps to take during a health crisis, as well as how to handle some of the more common ailments at home when visiting a veterinarian is not an option.




ISOLATE

The priority with sick or injured chickens is getting them to safety. Isolation protects the bird from flockmates and protects the flock from potentially contagious conditions. The affected chicken may be in shock, frightened, or confused when approached. Wrapping it loosely but securely in a large towel can help calm the bird and prevent injury during transport. Then move it into your specially designed infirmary (see chapter 7, “Infirmary Space”).




HYDRATE

Keep the bird hydrated throughout the crisis even if that means frequently offering water by syringe or dropper. Water is involved in every aspect of a chicken’s metabolism and if it is dehydrated, it does not stand a chance of recovering. Adding electrolytes to drinking water for a day or two can help in cases of dehydration, shock, or heat stress.




STAY THE COURSE

If the bird is eating and drinking normally, do not change its diet by offering foods or supplements it does not ordinarily take; doing so can complicate the assessment and make an unwell chicken’s condition worse, as can randomly medicating a sick chicken. Try not to panic and feel compelled to do something. Do not treat with medications or “natural remedies” of any kind, including dewormers, antibiotics, yogurt, garlic, vinegar, molasses, or herbs. If herbal or other dietary supports were not already part of a chicken’s regular routine, they should not be offered during an illness. Work on rebuilding a healthy immune system after the health crisis has passed. Offering the wrong medication to a sick bird can exacerbate the condition and create resistant strains of pathogens.
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Doc Brown is a White-Crested Black Polish hen.




NO DYES OR STINGING! I do not recommend alcohol-based antiseptics or those with blue, purple or red dyes for a few reasons. First, an alcohol-based antiseptic stings like fire on a wound. Second, contrary to popular belief, dyeing a chicken’s skin and feathers does not disguise injuries from flockmates or reduce cannibalism. Chickens have superior color vision and, if anything, the dye draws attention to wounds. Injured chickens should always be isolated until fully healed, not colored like an Easter egg and left to fend for themselves among cannibals. Finally, color-staining ingredients impede the ability to detect one of the first signs of infection: redness. Try kinder, more effective wound-care products approved for use on food-producing animals.
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If the bird is eating and drinking normally, do not change its diet by offering foods or supplements it does not ordinarily take. Marilyn Monroe is a White Orpington hen.
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Once the bird is hydrated, if it is still not eating independently, it can be fed a liquid diet by spoon, dropper, or syringe.



Once the bird is hydrated, if it is still not eating independently, it can be fed a liquid diet by spoon, dropper, or syringe. Baby bird formula or layer feed can be mixed with warm water to make a soupy mash. Feeding directly to the crop by tube is possible, but only after proper instruction. Poultry veterinarian Dr. Annika McKillop recommends ProZyme, which aids in digestion by making the nutrients in feed more bioavailable to sick birds. Add 1/4 teaspoon per 1 cup of feed.


External Injuries and Ailments

The most common injuries occurring in backyard flocks come from chickens fighting or pecking at each other and from attacks by predators (see chapter 3) and family pets. Remaining calm when discovering an injured chicken is critical, and when you know what needs to be done, it’s easier to stay composed. Follow these steps for an external injury:



1. Control bleeding: Whenever possible, wear gloves when treating a bleeding chicken. With a clean towel, gauze, or paper towel, apply firm, even pressure to a bleeding injury until it stops. Styptic powder can be applied to superficial wounds and held in place until bleeding ceases.

2. Assess and clean: Wounds often appear much worse than they are before bleeding is controlled and the area is cleaned. Feathers often conceal wounds, and bathing the bird can make finding injuries easier. Water with betadine, a chlorhexidine 2 percent solution spray, hydrogen peroxide, or Vetericyn Poultry Care Spray can be used for cleaning. For very deep or very dirty wounds, use a syringe to irrigate with chlorhexidine 2 percent solution or freshly mixed Dakin’s solution, made by adding 1 tablespoon of bleach and 1 teaspoon of baking soda to 1 gallon of water. It should be mixed fresh daily.

Keep the wound clean while the bird recovers. I use Vetericyn spray two or three times a day until the wound is healed, but a triple antibiotic ointment can be used instead. Watch the area around the wound for signs of infection such as redness and swelling. If antibiotics appear necessary, contact your veterinarian or state agricultural extension service specialist for information.

3. Control pain: Their unfortunate position near the bottom of nature’s food chain requires chickens to behave stoically when sick or injured so as not to draw unwanted attention. Do not mistake this stoicism for a lack of pain—chickens do feel pain. If there are no internal injuries, you can offer the chicken an aspirin/drinking water solution for a maximum of 3 days at the ratio of 5 aspirin tablets (325 mg total) to 1 gallon of water. Meloxicam 1.5 mg/ml oral solution—a chicken-safe anti-inflammatory—is frequently used, but a veterinarian must prescribe it along with the dosage and any egg-withdrawal period. According to Gail Damerow, writing in The Chicken Health Handbook, a withdrawal period is the recommended minimum number of days that must pass from the time a chicken stops receiving a drug until the drug residue remaining in its body is reduced in its eggs or meat to a level determined as safe for human consumption by USDA standards.


BUMBLEFOOT

When the skin on the bottom of a chicken’s foot is compromised, bacteria can get in, causing an infection known as bumblefoot. The infected foot is usually red and swollen with a dark scab on the foot pad between the toes. It can appear as though the bird has a large marble beneath the skin.



Common Causes: Such injuries can result from splinters or repetitive, hard landings from roosts, particularly in heavy breeds and obese chickens. My humble opinion is that bumblefoot mostly results from small cuts or scrapes acquired during normal scratching and foraging. A limping chicken should be checked for bumblefoot. Left untreated, serious cases can spread to other tissues and bones.

Treatment: Regular flock foot inspections will detect infection at the earliest possible stage. Treatment is painful and time-consuming and can be difficult without a veterinarian. Make sure roosts are splinter-free and less than 18 inches from the floor. Coop litter should be kept dry and clean; sand is not as hospitable to bacterial growth as other litter types and desiccates droppings, resulting in cleaner, drier feet.
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When the skin on the bottom of a chicken’s foot is compromised, bacteria can get in, causing an infection known as bumblefoot. The infected foot is usually red and swollen with a dark scab on the pad between the toes. It can appear as though the bird has a large marble beneath the skin.
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Stubborn or more advanced cases of bumblefoot will need to be surgically removed. This abscess was removed from the bandaged foot.



Very mild cases of bumblefoot may be treated by soaking the foot in warm water and Betadine, removing the scab, applying Vetericyn spray to the abscess, covering with nonstick gauze, and wrapping the foot with VetRap. Reapply Vetericyn two or three times a day and re-bandage each time until healed. Stubborn or more advanced cases will need to be surgically removed.

Note: What follows is not professional, veterinary advice. It is based on my experience as a backyard chicken keeper and is shared knowing that, without it, some pets may suffer or perish due to the unavailability of veterinary care. Ideally, a chicken with bumblefoot will be treated by a veterinarian, which usually includes surgery. While a vet would administer general anesthesia or a local nerve block, these are not at-home options. Home bumblefoot removal is indeed painful for chickens even though they typically do not exhibit pain. As unpleasant as the procedure is, I am always mindful that the alternatives are pain, a fatal infection, or euthanasia. The procedure is not complicated or technically challenging, but it can be emotionally taxing to perform. I do it near the kitchen sink where bright light, counter space, and fresh water are available. Before beginning, I administer meloxicam orally for pain and inflammation.

Before beginning, I gather several large towels, surgical gloves, Betadine, a nail brush, VetRap, a #10 scalpel, paper towels, nonstick gauze, and Vetericyn spray or a triple antibiotic ointment. I sanitize the sink with a bleach-water solution and I use sterile instruments. Humans can contract staph infections, so wear gloves!

First, I soak the affected foot in warm water and Betadine and then scrub it for a general cleaning and to soften up the foot tissue. I then apply Vetericyn to the foot surfaces. Next, I loosely wrap the bird in a towel, covering its head and eyes but ensuring ample breathing room, and lay the bird on the work surface, on its back with the affected foot facing toward me. Have a helper gently and securely hold the chicken in place. Talking to the chicken throughout the procedure can be reassuring.

The object is to locate the core of the abscess or dead tissue, commonly referred to as the “kernel” or “plug.” This consists of dehydrated pus that looks like a waxy, dried kernel of corn. Healthy tissue inside the foot will be pliable and pink. A solid kernel is not always present, in which case the infection appears as slippery bits of threadlike whitish/yellowish tissue that are very difficult to remove.

Using a scalpel, cut the foot pad around the circumference of the scab, straight down into the foot. The scab is often attached to the abscess and can be used to lift the core out of the foot using a dry paper towel. Some oozing blood is expected, but not ghastly amounts. Dabbing the blood with paper towels helps create a clearer view of the work area. Spray Vetericyn on the affected area throughout the procedure.

After a kernel is located and removed, soak the foot in a sanitized sink or bowl containing a fresh Betadine/water solution. Gently massage the foot pad and squeeze to loosen any remaining dead tissue. When the foot is dry, apply more Vetericyn to the area and rewrap the chicken. It often takes a bit of alternately digging, squeezing, and soaking to remove all the dead tissue. In cases where there is no central core or kernel, deciding when to end the procedure can be especially difficult.

Liberally apply Vetericyn or a triple antibiotic ointment to the open wound and place a 2×2-inch square of nonstick gauze over the wound. Fold the four corners of the gauze in toward the center of the square, creating a smaller square that applies a bit of pressure to the area to stem any residual bleeding or oozing. Then securely bind the foot with VetRap, being careful not to wrap so tightly as to impede circulation. One 6-inch strip of VetRap cut lengthwise into three or four smaller pieces is usually sufficient. Hold the first strip of VetRap in one hand, starting at the top of the foot, and with the other hand, pull it over the gauze, then around and between the toes. Repeat the weaving with the remaining two or three strips, ending the wrap around the ankle.

Keep the VetRap in place for 24 to 48 hours, then remove it to assess the wound. If the gauze sticks to the wound, loosen it by soaking in warm water. Examine the foot for redness, swelling, foul odor, red streaks up the foot or leg, or oozing. These symptoms may indicate a secondary infection requiring antibiotics. If the foot appears to be healing well, repeat the bandaging procedure every 48 hours for 7 to 10 days, until a new and improved scab forms.


BEAK INJURIES AND REPAIR

A normal beak comprises two halves, an upper and a lower mandible, with each consisting of bones covered by a hard layer of keratin, much like a human fingernail. The top mandible is slightly longer than the lower. Roughly two-thirds of each mandible’s length contains blood vessels and nerves beneath the hard, outer layer. This network of nerves and blood supply makes injuries to that portion of the beak acutely painful and potentially life-threatening. The tip of a chicken’s beak contains no blood supply or nerve endings. Inspect the inside of the beak to ascertain where the live tissue ends.



Common Causes: Chicken beaks continue to grow throughout the bird’s life, requiring maintenance just like fingernails. Chickens maintain their beak length and shape by wiping it on abrasive surfaces. In addition to eating and drinking, beaks grasp, explore, dig, groom, and communicate. As a result of all this activity, beak injuries are common. My flock averages one beak injury every year. Injuries can range from a simple chip to a fracture or the partial or complete removal of the beak from its underlying structures. A significant beak injury is not only incredibly painful, but it can also prevent normal eating and drinking. Minor cracks may not require intervention, but more severe injuries need to be stabilized to keep the beak properly aligned until it grows out.
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Beak injuries can range from a simple chip to a fracture or the partial or complete removal of the beak from its underlying structures. A significant beak injury is not only incredibly painful, but it can also prevent normal eating and drinking. Minor cracks may not require intervention, but more severe injuries need to be stabilized to keep the beak properly aligned until it grows out.
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BEAKICURES Chickens unable to maintain beak length due to genetics or injury will eventually have difficulty eating and drinking. Careful periodic trimming of the dead portions of the beak tips with dog nail clippers or filing allows the beak to function properly. When trimming a crooked beak, pay careful attention to where the blood supply in the beak begins in order to avoid profuse bleeding. Always keep styptic powder handy.

Beak trimming should not be confused with debeaking, a permanent and painful partial beak amputation routinely performed in the commercial poultry industry to prevent cannibalism in crowded housing conditions.
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Careful periodic filing or trimming of the dead portions of the beak tips allows the beak to function properly.




Treatment: Broken beaks that are very dirty or infected should never be sealed closed—the contaminated tissue needs to be left exposed for cleaning, draining, and monitoring. Similarly, if the underlying tissue is injured, do not attempt to seal it.

If a beak is chipped, clean any exposed tissue with a non-stinging wound-care product such as Vetericyn spray. Then file any jagged edges and keep the bird isolated from flockmates until visible tissue has scabbed over.

Repairing a minor crack is fairly straightforward. Prepare by gathering two towels, a tea bag, scissors, Vetericyn spray, tweezers, superglue gel, a cotton swab, a nail file, and paper towels. Wrap the bird in a large towel, burrito style, with the wings comfortably secured to its side and the feet covered. Drape a second, smaller towel loosely over its eyes so the bird doesn’t flip out when the beak is approached. Clean exposed tissue gently but thoroughly with Vetericyn and allow to dry completely. Cut a patch from an empty tea bag to cover and bridge the crack. Using tweezers to hold the patch, place a tiny bit of superglue gel on it. If necessary, align the broken beak pieces in proper position and place the glue patch over the crack. Allow to dry, then apply a very thin layer of glue over the entire patch with a cotton swab. After the glue has cured, gingerly file any rough edges with a nail file. Note that superglue gel should be used sparingly, as the fumes can be irritating to birds. Never allow the glue to run or drip.

More severe injuries may require professional care. When a portion of a beak is missing, apply pressure to the area to stem blood loss until a veterinarian can be seen. Avian specialists can fashion splints and acrylic beak prosthetics, but this degree of specialty care is seldom available.


Internal Injuries and Ailments

If an injured chicken does not respond to treatment or declines in status, suspect infection and/or internal injuries. Contact a veterinarian or your state agriculture extension service specialist to discuss options.




EGG BINDING

Sick chickens conserve resources to fight illness by quitting their day jobs on the egg production line. Consequently, chickeneers often mistakenly assume that their sick hen, who hasn’t laid an egg recently, must be egg bound—in other words, has an egg stuck in her oviduct. Certainly check for egg binding when examining a sick chicken, but realize that it’s not as common as assumed.



Possible symptoms of an egg-bound hen might include a penguin-like stance, decreased activity, shaky wings, abdominal straining, frequent and uncharacteristic sitting, passing wet droppings (or none at all), a droopy and/or pale comb and wattles, or the persistent presence of an egg in the oviduct upon exam. This life-threatening condition must be addressed quickly, preferably by an experienced poultry veterinarian. An egg-bound hen is at risk for prolapsed uterus, damage to the oviduct, bleeding, infection, and death. If the egg is not passed within 24 to 48 hours, the hen won’t survive.

Common Causes: These may include a calcium or other nutritional deficiency, obesity, passing a super-sized egg, an oviduct infection, or having begun egg laying before her body was mature due to improper lighting conditions. Limit the risk of egg binding by ensuring hens enjoy at least 8 hours of total darkness each day (no nightlights in the coop!), feeding a complete layer ration to laying hens, offering oyster shell in a dedicated hopper, and limiting treats to no more than 5 percent of the daily diet, especially in hot weather.

Treatment: A vet would administer intravenous hydration and calcium to an egg-bound hen. Absent that option, offer vitamins and electrolytes in the water, or liquid calcium if you have it. If she is too weak to drink, don’t force the issue.

Bathe the hen in warm water for 15 to 20 minutes, which will give you something to do besides worry and might relax her, making it easier to pass the egg if she is capable. It can’t hurt and might help. After the bath, use a hair dryer on low heat to dry her feathers. Applying K-Y jelly to the vent can help hydrate the cloaca to facilitate passage of the egg. Do not massage the vent, abdomen, or oviduct—the egg can shatter, lacerate the oviduct, and kill her.

If the hen cannot pass the egg, she will die. It must be removed, but manual removal is super risky, even for a vet. If the egg is visible, a syringe fitted with an 18-gauge needle can be used to empty the egg’s contents followed by the very careful implosion of the shell. The objective is to remove the shell with the pieces still attached to the egg’s membrane. Any stray fragments should pass after the blockage is removed.

Continue to support the hen with hydration, warmth, and electrolytes in isolation. Provide her with no more than 8 hours of light per day to keep her out of production so the oviduct can rest.
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One possible symptom of an egg-bound hen is a penguin-like stance as seen in Helen, an Easter Egger hen who had an egg stuck in her vent. She passed it without assistance shortly after the photo was taken.
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A prolapsed vent occurs when the portion of the hen’s oviduct responsible for escorting an egg out of the body fails to return to normal position inside the body after the egg is laid.
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The crop is a small food storage pouch that, when full, can be felt slightly to the right of a hen’s breastbone at the bottom of its neck. The full crop of this Showgirl chick is visible as she feathers out.
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Never force the bird to regurgitate contents of a sour crop by turning it upside down. Doing so will not cure the fungal infection and the action can kill the bird.




PROLAPSED VENT

Also known as prolapsed oviduct, blow-out, or pickout, a prolapsed vent occurs when the portion of the hen’s oviduct responsible for escorting an egg out of the body fails to return to normal position inside the body. It may be treatable if caught early. Hens with prolapsed tissue are at risk of shock, recurrence after recovery, and being pecked to death by flockmates.



Common Causes: Risk factors include pullets reaching the point of lay prematurely, oversized eggs, obesity, improper diet (particularly a calcium deficiency), and retaining droppings for a long period (as broody hens do), causing stress and stretching of the cloaca.

Treatment: Isolate the bird, clean the protruding tissue well (I use Vetericyn spray), and gently replace the tissue with a gloved finger. Apply an anti-inflammatory cream such as hydrocortisone (hemorrhoid ointment was once the treatment of choice, but is no longer considered appropriate for this situation) to the vent and offer electrolytes for a couple of days to restore the uterus’s ability to contract properly. If the tissue is compromised by pecking or is especially dirty, antibiotics may be necessary. Continue to support the hen with hydration, warmth, and electrolytes. Keep her isolated from the flock and provide no more than 8 hours of light daily to keep her out of production and allow the oviduct to rest.


IMPACTED CROP

The first time I felt a chicken’s crop, I was sure my hen had a tumor. The crop is a small food storage pouch that, when full, can be felt slightly to the right of a hen’s breastbone at the bottom of its neck. When a chicken picks up food with its beak, the tongue pushes it into the esophagus. From there, it empties into the crop, where the food is moistened with saliva before passing a little at a time into the stomach (proventriculus).



Common Causes: A normal crop feels swollen and slightly firm after a bird eats, but shrinks as food is digested. If there is a question about whether the crop is emptying properly, remove food and water after sunset and check the crop first thing in the morning, when it should be empty. If it feels full or squishy, it may mean food or other fibrous material, such as straw, is stuck inside, a condition known as impacted crop.

Treatment: While mineral oil sounds like a treatment that might help, it’s not a very effective tool in treating an impacted crop. Offering a little warm water along with gentle massage of the crop several times a day may help break up the mass, however surgery is often required to remove the impacted material. Although it is possible to perform this procedure at home, it should only be attempted if a veterinarian is not available and death is the alternative.


SOUR CROP

Sour crop, also known as thrush, crop mycosis, or a yeast infection, is caused by a fungus. Never force the bird to regurgitate contents of a sour crop by turning it upside down, as doing so will not cure the fungal infection and the action can kill the bird.



Common Cause: The presence of fungal bacteria in a crop that hasn’t properly emptied.

Treatment: Gail Damerow, writing in her highly regarded The Chicken Health Handbook, recommends isolating the bird and flushing the crop with a solution of 1 teaspoon of Epsom salts mixed in 1/2 cup of water. Pour or squirt the solution down the bird’s throat twice a day for 2 to 3 days, being careful not to get the solution in the bird’s airway.

The fungal infection can be treated with 1/2 teaspoon of copper sulfate (powdered bluestone) mixed in 1 gallon of water. Provide this every other day for five days as the only source of drinking water and repeat monthly. Do not use copper sulfate in metal waterers.

Beware that an overdose of copper sulfate is toxic to chickens. To avoid overdosing, first prepare a solution by mixing 1/2 pound copper sulfate plus 1/2 cup vinegar into 1/2 gallon of water. Clearly label this container as your stock solution. To each gallon of the chicken’s drinking water, add 1 tablespoon of stock solution.

First, flush the bird’s digestive system with Epsom salts as described above. Then feed as usual while using the stock solution to treat the drinking water until the infection is under control. During this time avoid any antibiotics, which will make the condition worse. As a follow-up, nystatin oral antifungal may be helpful, as may a probiotic to restore normal crop bacteria.


PENDULOUS CROP

A crop that has lost its ability to shrink back to its resting size when emptied of food is referred to as “pendulous” because it swings back and forth in front of the bird as it walks. Birds with pendulous crop can suffer dehydration, malnutrition, weight loss, and ultimately death. Because a pendulous crop doesn’t empty fully, food and water ferment inside, causing infections, most commonly yeast (a.k.a. sour crop, thrush, or candida).



Common Causes: Genetics are widely suspected in pendulous crop; therefore, birds with pendulous crop should not be bred. Advanced age and binge eating and drinking may be predisposing factors. Further, a blockage or stricture lower in the digestive tract may be to blame. There’s not much that can be done to prevent pendulous crop, but its progression might be mitigated.

Treatment: Provide regular access to clean water and fresh feed to avoid overzealous gorging, and monitor crop size. A homemade garment can be fashioned from 4-inch strips of VetRap to provide gentle, even support. Monitor for sour crop and treat as indicated above if necessary. The chicken’s weight, droppings, and feed and water intake should be monitored closely. If the chicken continues to lose weight or if its eyes become sunken, it is dehydrated and malnourished and it’s time to consider end-of-life options (see “End-of-Life Decisions”).


External Parasites: Lice and Mites

Mites and poultry lice are a natural part of every backyard—they travel on birds, rodents, and other animals. When your chickens become affected by external parasites, it doesn’t mean you’re not keeping a clean coop—it simply means your chickens are living the good life in the great outdoors!



Being able to identify each type of external parasite isn’t essential, but it is necessary to be able to recognize an infestation and know how to treat it. Regularly inspect each chicken to catch an infestation early. Common signs of external parasites are dirty-looking vent feathers, decreased activity or listlessness, a pale comb, changes in appetite, a drop in egg production, weight loss, excessive preening, bald spots, redness or scabs on the skin, dull and ragged-looking feathers, and crawling bugs on a chicken’s skin or nits on its feathers.

Good biosecurity practices (see chapter 7), frequent flock inspections, and ample access to dry dirt or sand for dust bathing are sufficient preventive measures. I do not recommend the addition of diatomaceous earth to dust baths. Certainly enjoy fragrant herbs dispersed inside or planted outside coops, but be advised that herbs, fresh or dried, will not repel mites or lice.


MITES AND POULTRY LICE

The two most common categories of external parasites in chickens are mites and poultry lice. Mites can crawl on and bite humans, causing minor skin irritation and an urgent desire to immolate oneself, but they cannot live on humans. Poultry lice are different from human head lice (you cannot contract lice from chickens).



Mites can be gray, dark brown, or reddish in color and are often seen along feather shafts and underneath roosts after dark. A heavy infestation can lead to anemia and death. The two most common mites are red roost mites (chicken mites) and northern fowl mites. Red roost mites hide in the coop’s dark cracks and crevices, underneath roosts, and in nest boxes, venturing out at night to draw blood from chickens. Northern fowl mites live on the bird, most often surrounding the heads of crested breeds and the vent, where they cause skin damage and scabs.

Poultry lice are fast-moving, six-legged, flat, beige or straw-colored insects typically seen near the base of feather shafts surrounding the vent. Lice live on the bird, feeding on dead skin and other debris such as feather quill casings. When parting the feathers near the vent to inspect for parasites, they can be seen briefly as they scurry away. Lice eggs (nits) collect at the bases of feather shafts.
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When your chickens become affected by external parasites, it doesn’t mean you’re not keeping a clean coop—it simply means your chickens are living the good life in the great outdoors!



Treatment: When mites or lice are found on one bird, the entire flock and coop must be treated. There are many different products used to eradicate external parasites with varying degrees of effectiveness and safety, including Elector PSP, garden and poultry dust with permethrin, pyrethrum dust, flea dips and shampoos for dogs, and ivermectin.

With the aid of a partner and headlamps, it is easiest to treat birds after dark when they have gone to roost. If using a powder product, wear a respirator and eye protection while dusting underneath the wings and vent area of each bird using a shaker can or a nylon stocking as a powder puff. Treatment with most products (except Elector PSP) only kills mature insects and must be repeated twice after the initial application in 7-day cycles to kill the eggs that have hatched since the initial treatment. The coop must be cleaned and treated, paying particular attention to nests and roosts. Call your poultry extension service specialist to discuss common parasites in your area, treatment recommendations, and any egg-withdrawal periods.


Finally, a Safe, Effective Parasite Treatment

Having used many different options in my flock, my preferred treatment for mites and lice is Elector PSP. I’ve found it to be the most effective, safest, and easiest product to use and there is no egg-withdrawal period required.

Its active ingredient is spinosad, a product of the fermentation of Saccharopolyspora bacteria. Elector is diluted at the rate of 9 milliliters per gallon of water and sprayed on the birds’ vent feathers and the heads of crested breeds. All surfaces of the coop are sprayed with or without the birds inside. There is no need to repeat treatment because the product continues working for several weeks. It may take a day or so for results to be seen because Elector works in part by stimulating insects’ nervous systems, exciting them to their demise.



SCALY LEG MITES

Scaly leg mites (Knemidocoptes mutans) are microscopic insects that live beneath the scales on a chicken’s lower legs and feet. They dig tiny tunnels under the skin, eat tissue, and deposit crud in their wake. The result? Thick, scabby, crusty-looking feet and legs. The longer the mites reside under the leg scales, the more discomfort and damage they inflict. An unchecked infestation can result in pain, deformities, lameness, and loss of toes. Scaly leg mites spread easily from bird to bird, so isolate affected birds during treatment and thoroughly clean and treat the coop with an insecticide.



Treatments: One treatment for leg mites begins by soaking the feet and legs in warm water, followed by a gentle towel drying and exfoliation of loose scales. Next, dip feet and legs in linseed, mineral, olive, or vegetable oil. This will suffocate the mites. Wipe off the oil and slather the affected area with petroleum jelly. Reapply the petroleum jelly several times weekly until the affected areas return to normal. It may take several months for mild to moderate cases to resolve.

Another option, the one I prefer, is a safe, quick, and effective treatment recommended by Dr. Michael Darre, poultry professor and Department of Agriculture Extension Service specialist at the University of Connecticut. The biggest challenge in treating scaly leg mites is killing the nits that live underneath the leg scales. Treatments that can take weeks often do not kill all the nits and the problem never goes away.

Dr. Darre advises dipping the affected legs into a container of gasoline. The gasoline penetrates the scales, killing the mites and suffocating the nits. Don’t rub the gasoline in or brush it on—dip the legs into it. Allow the legs to dry, and then slather them with A&D ointment to soften the scales and promote healing. On day 2, apply only the A&D ointment. On day 3, repeat the gas dip and ointment application, which completes the course of treatment.
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Scaly leg mites.




Internal Parasites

If the mites and lice review did not sufficiently gross you out, the information that follows on internal parasites definitely will.




WORMS

No discussion of chicken creepy-crawlies would be complete without addressing worms. Whether, when, and how to deworm backyard chickens are important issues for chicken keepers to consider. How we approach worm control in our flocks is a matter of personal philosophy, but we need a framework within which to develop one. The subject is complicated, but most of us just want to know the basics: how chickens get worms, how to control worms in our birds, how to recognize a worm problem, and how to treat chickens for worms when necessary. So, let’s talk about the basics!



Common Causes: Chickens acquire worms from something they ingest—either food or water contaminated with infected droppings from another bird or worm eggs carried in an intermediate host, such as earthworms, slugs, snails, grasshoppers, and flies. Worms inside a chicken aren’t always a problem; a healthy chicken can manage a reasonable worm load in its digestive tract, but when the immune system is taxed by stress or illness, that reasonable worm load can become an unreasonable burden that the bird can no longer manage.

Worm Detection: Symptoms and evidence of a worm infestation can include worms in eggs, abnormal droppings (diarrhea, foamy-looking, etc.), weight loss, pale comb/wattles, listlessness, dirty vent feathers, worms in droppings or throat, gasping, head-stretching and shaking, reduced egg production, and sudden death.

If birds are suspected of having a worm overload, ideally a droppings sample will be brought to a veterinarian for a fecal float test. To collect a sample, use a clean plastic bag inverted over your hand like a mitten, pick up several different specimens, then turn the bag right side out and seal it. A couple of tablespoons is sufficient. The test will reveal whether there is a problem, how serious it is, and what type of parasites are involved. The test is relatively inexpensive and all vets perform them routinely. If the test is positive for worm overload, discuss treatment options with your vet or agriculture extension service poultry specialist. Not all deworming products treat all types of worms, so it’s important to know which type of worms your chicken has.
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A healthy chicken, like this Serama hen named Portia, can manage a reasonable worm load in its digestive tract, but when the immune system is taxed by stress or illness, that reasonable worm load can become an unreasonable burden the bird can no longer handle.



Treatment: When making decisions about products purported to address internal parasites, make sure you understand what the product is capable of. There’s a big difference between a product that prevents a worm overload and a product that eradicates a worm overload. A bogus preventive is less likely to hurt a healthy chicken than a bogus treatment given to a chicken sick with worm overload.

Doctors Annika McKillop, Mike Petrik, and Michael Darre all suggest controlling worms in backyard flocks at least twice per year: once in the fall and once in the spring. To keep resistance from developing, rotate two or three different products, that is, product A in the fall, product B in the spring, and product C the following spring. Any time one chicken has a worm overload or is treated for a suspected worm infestation, every member of the flock should be treated. Most deworming medications work by paralyzing adult worms in the digestive tract that are then expelled in droppings.

Types of Worms and Their Treatments: Backyard chicken keepers need concern themselves with only a few types of worms: roundworms, capillary worms, cecal worms, gapeworms, and tapeworms.

• Roundworms (Ascaridia galli): These worms can damage and block small intestines, preventing a chicken from absorbing nutrients. Roundworms might appear in droppings, or worse—inside eggs (gasp!). The treatment of choice is piperazine (brand name Wazine-17), which is not USDA-approved for laying hens producing eggs for human consumption. Dosage is 1 ounce per gallon of water as the only source of drinking water for 1 day. Repeat treatment twice more in 7-day intervals (for a total of three treatments over 21 days). The recommended egg withdrawal period is 17 days. According to Dr. Michael Darre, “You will see roundworms on the ground after deworming if there was a roundworm infestation. If you don’t see any, it doesn’t hurt the birds to deworm anyway.”
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Roundworms can damage and block small intestines, preventing a chicken from absorbing nutrients.



• Capillary worms, a.k.a. hairworms or threadworms (Capillaria): These threadlike worms are less than 1/2 inch long and are most often found in the small intestine, where they rob the bird of nutrients. Not usually apparent in droppings, they cannot be transmitted from chickens to humans. An albendazole oral suspension (brand name Valbazen) is commonly recommended: using a 2cc syringe, draw up 1/4cc for bantams or 1/2cc for large birds and fill the remainder of the syringe with water. Repeat in 2 weeks. The recommended egg-withdrawal period is 14 days.

• Cecal worms (Heterakis gallinae): Very common but not usually harmful to chickens, these parasites live in the ceca (the two branches off the intestine that end in two small pockets where the super-stinky poop is made). Visible with the naked eye, they are less than 1/2 inch long. Treatment of choice is 1 pea-size dollop of fenbendazole 10 percent paste (brand name Safe-Guard) placed in the beak or a piece of bread. Repeat treatment in 10 days. The recommended egg-withdrawal period is 14 days.
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Not too common in backyard chickens, gapeworms live in the trachea, causing the chicken to open its mouth repeatedly, stretch its neck, gasp, cough, or shake its head trying to dislodge the worms, a behavior that should not be confused with yawning.



• Gapeworms (Syngamus trachea): Not too common in backyard chickens, gapeworms have a red, fork-shaped appearance, are visible to the naked eye, and are transmitted by earthworms, slugs, flies, and beetles. Gapeworms live in the chicken’s trachea, causing it to open its mouth repeatedly, stretch its neck, gasp, cough, or shake its head trying to dislodge the worms, a behavior that should not be confused with yawning. Commonly recommended products for treatment are Panacur or ivermectin (brand name Ivomec). Contact your state agriculture extension service specialist to formulate a treatment plan if necessary.
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Tapeworm infestations are difficult to treat, so focus on controlling the intermediate hosts.



• Tapeworms (Cestodes): Common in chickens, tapeworms live in different areas of the intestines and are transmitted by intermediate hosts such as beetles, earthworms, flies, and slugs. Tapeworm infestations are difficult to treat, so focus on controlling the intermediate hosts. Benzimidazoles (e.g., fenbendazole or levamisole) are the drugs of choice. Tapeworms cannot be transmitted from chickens to humans. Contact your state agriculture extension service specialist to formulate a treatment plan if necessary.


COCCIDIOSIS

Coccidiosis is a common and deadly intestinal disease caused by several species of protozoa that are present wherever chickens live. Coccidiosis is especially a concern with chicks and is also discussed in chapter 5.



Coccidia parasites damage the intestinal lining, preventing chickens from absorbing nutrients from their feed. The parasites thrive in warm, moist environments and, in sufficient populations, can kill chickens. The microscopic eggs (oocysts) that cause coccidiosis are commonly transported into a chicken yard or run by wild birds, on shoes and clothing, via equipment, or in contaminated water and feed. Symptoms commonly include diarrhea, blood or mucus in droppings, inactivity, loss of appetite, pale combs and wattles, failure of chicks to grow, or weight loss in older chickens. Progression of symptoms can be gradual or rapidly result in death.

Common Causes: As with so many other threats to your flock, the risk of coccidiosis can be mitigated by following a few simple steps: provide a complete commercial ration, limit treats, offer clean water in clean containers, supply plenty of clean, dry living space, practice good biosecurity (see chapter 7), and house waterfowl separately from chickens.

Either buy chicks that have received the coccidiosis vaccine or feed chicks medicated starter ration. Chicks given the coccidiosis vaccine at the hatchery should never be fed medicated starter ration because amprolium, the medication in it, will kill the vaccine, leaving the chicks unprotected from the disease.

Finally, offer poultry probiotics in drinking water to promote competitive exclusion (fostering beneficial microflora populations in the gut to control parasite populations). Coccidiosis cannot be prevented or treated with herbs, garlic, vinegar, milk, or yogurt.

Treatment: Coccidiosis can spread like wildfire through a brooder, killing chicks very quickly. When coccidiosis is suspected in baby chicks by the presence of blood or mucus in droppings, medicate all chicks right away. The only way to confirm coccidiosis in live chickens is with a fecal float test, but test results may arrive too late and a day or two of medication won’t hurt them if test results are negative.

When one chicken has coccidiosis, all birds in the flock should be treated. Amprolium is FDA approved for use in laying hens, which means there is no egg-withdrawal period; eggs may be consumed during and after treatment with amprolium.

Amprolium works by depriving the coccidia of the vitamin B they require to flourish. Liquid amprolium can be administered at the rate of 2 teaspoons per gallon of water, mixed daily. Provide this mixture as the only source of drinking water for 5 days. For the following 14 days, mix 1/2 teaspoon per gallon as the only source of drinking water.

After the second round of treatment is completed, offer a vitamin supplement to replace the vitamin B1 lost during treatment.


The Great Pumpkin Tale

At some point, chickeneers began a protracted Internet round of the Telephone Game that resulted in the oft-parroted fable that pumpkins are a natural dewormer. Unfortunately, this is like saying moldy bread is a natural antibiotic—it’s just not true. The Great Pumpkin Tale did, however, begin with a grain of truth.

Pumpkins are one of eight edible cultivar groups in the Cucurbita plant family. Within the pumpkin cultivar group, there are countless varieties. The amino acid cucurbitacin, found in the seeds of certain species in the Cucurbita family in widely varying concentrations, has been purported to paralyze some but not all intestinal worms in test tubes and humans. Nobody knows how much, if any, might be required to incapacitate worms inside humans or chickens. And even if we did know, the concentrations of cucurbitacin within the countless varieties in the pumpkin cultivar remain unknown because they vary widely based on growing conditions, time of year, soil type, point of harvest, and more. In addition, we would need to know the duration of treatment at a specific dosage and which worms that dosage would eliminate.

There are simply too many variables to credibly claim that pumpkins significantly alter worm loads in chickens’ guts and no scientific evidence to support such claims. While we eagerly await peer-reviewed studies of cucurbitacin, chickens certainly can enjoy the nutritional benefits of pumpkins of any variety—in moderation, of course.
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There are simply too many variables to credibly claim that pumpkins significantly alter worm loads in chickens’ guts, nor is there scientific evidence to support such claims.
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Chicks given the coccidiosis vaccine at the hatchery should never be fed medicated starter ration because amprolium, the medication in it, will kill the vaccine, leaving the chicks unprotected from the disease. Additionally, when one chicken has coccidiosis, all birds in the flock should be treated. Double-tufted White Araucana, Alfalfa.




Fowl Pox

This highly contagious viral infection causes painful sores on nonfeathered portions of a chicken’s skin. Also referred to as avian pox, sorehead, avian diphtheria, and chicken pox, it is unrelated to human chicken pox and cannot be transmitted from birds to people. As there is no cure, prevention and treatment are the courses of action.



Common Causes: The virus is transmitted to chickens by biting insects, most notably mosquitoes, and then spreads slowly to other chickens through an infected bird’s feathers, skin dander, sloughed-off scabs, scab secretions, and blood (collectively referred to hereafter as “hot debris”). The virus can persist in a flock for months, and sometimes years in the hot debris.

Symptoms: Fowl pox occurs in two forms, dry and wet pox. The dry form affects skin in nonfeathered areas, most commonly the comb, wattles, face, and eyelids. Wet fowl pox affects a bird’s upper respiratory system, eyes, mouth, and throat and can be life-threatening. Initial stages of dry fowl pox include ash-colored, raised lesions or blisters on the comb, face, and wattles. Blisters evolve into larger, yellow bumps and finally into dark wart-like scabs. The scabs eventually resolve, leaving scars. (Minor pecking injuries on combs or wattles should not be confused with fowl pox.) Chickens with fowl pox often exhibit decreased egg production, loss of appetite, and weight loss in addition to the telltale external lesions (dry fowl pox) or lesions inside the mouth and throat (wet fowl pox). Symptoms generally persist for several weeks in a bird and several months in a flock. Some chickens acquire natural immunity, but others are susceptible to recurrences in times of stress.

Prevention: Practice good biosecurity (see chapter 7) to avoid introducing fowl pox to your birds from an infected flock via your clothes, equipment, or shoes. Also work to control mosquitoes if possible.

Day-old chicks and unaffected adults can be vaccinated against fowl pox even during an outbreak in the flock. The wing-stick method is easy to do and very affordable. Consult your veterinarian or state agriculture extension service specialist for more information. Once vaccinated, chickens have permanent immunity. Following an outbreak, clean and sanitize the chicken coop with an Oxine solution weekly for a month.
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Initial stages of dry fowl pox include ash-colored, raised lesions, or blisters on the comb, face, and wattles. Blisters evolve into larger, yellow bumps and finally into dark, wart-like scabs.



Treatment: Comfort measures can be provided to affected birds and preventive measures taken to avoid secondary bacterial infections caused by the lesions.

Consult a veterinarian or your poultry extension service specialist to discuss antibiotics for controlling secondary infections. Treat scabs with a diluted iodine solution followed by sulfur ointment to soften scabs. Mix 2 tablespoons of sulfur powder with 1/2 cup of petroleum jelly and apply to affected areas daily until the lesions are healed.

Cleaning and sanitizing waterers daily will also limit the spread of the virus. Add 1/4 teaspoon of Oxine per gallon of drinking water and provide this as the only source of drinking water until the outbreak subsides. Finally, clean the coop and run to remove hot debris.

When it’s safe to return the affected chicken to the flock, it should be reintroduced as if it were a complete stranger to ensure a smooth transition and limit stress and violence. I recommend the playpen method (see chapter 9).


End-of-Life Decisions

There will come a time in every flock when care for a sick or injured bird is not enough and euthanasia becomes necessary. Sometimes the kindest thing we can do for a chicken is end its suffering humanely. Consider what you are personally capable of before it becomes necessary to facilitate a pet chicken’s passing. Please know that as awful as it is to put a pet to sleep, it is a kindness to help a suffering chicken cross over.



Factors to weigh when considering euthanasia include whether the bird is in pain, whether its condition endangers flockmates, and whether the bird cannot eat or drink independently and recovery is unlikely. Most vets will euthanize a sick or injured bird upon request even if they do not ordinarily treat chickens. Many state animal diagnostic laboratories offer euthanasia services prior to postmortem examinations. Call your state lab to find out which services they offer and keep their contact information handy in your first aid kit.


CERVICAL DISLOCATION

The least gruesome and most humane method of euthanasia is cervical dislocation, which causes instant unconsciousness and death. While holding the chicken under your nondominant arm like a football, press its body very securely against your side. Grasp the bird by the head, either between the index and middle fingers of the dominant hand or by the thumb and first finger around the neck. Tilt the bird’s head well back, so it points toward the tail of the bird (this position aligns the joints so that it is much easier to dislocate the head from the neck). Firmly push the head away from your body until you feel the head separate from the vertebrae. You will feel the joint let go and may hear a popping. The loss of central nervous system control over the muscles will cause convulsions and spasms; this is normal and expected. Continue to hold the bird securely until nerve activity stops.
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Cervical dislocation is the least gruesome and most humane form of euthanasia. (Penny was not harmed in the making of this photo.)




NECROPSY

Any time a flock member dies mysteriously, for the protection of the surviving flockmates, a postmortem exam should be performed to rule out contagious diseases. Call your state lab for necropsy submission instructions. The remains should be transported as soon as possible after death and should be stored properly until then. As a general rule, place the remains inside several plastic bags, seal, and keep refrigerated but not frozen. Some labs will send a courier to pick up the remains and required paperwork. Request a copy of the necropsy results and retain it as part of your flock’s health history. Discuss the report with a vet or poultry extension service specialist to determine whether there are any ramifications for the rest of the flock.
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Seasonal Considerations

PREDICTABLE CHALLENGES THROUGHOUT THE YEAR
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IN THE NORMAL COURSE OF A YEAR, THERE ARE
changes and challenges we can reasonably expect to encounter in each season. While some of these issues may vary in degree or duration in different climates, the challenges are the same and knowing what to expect will help you prepare your flock to meet them.
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Luckily, the seasons where we live are predictable. Knowing what to expect will help us make our flocks comfortable, healthy, and happy throughout the year. Caesar is a Serama rooster.




Summer: Beat the Heat

High temperatures are dangerous for chickens and measures must be taken to ensure their well-being when the thermometer exceeds 85°F (30°C). A chicken’s normal core body temperature is approximately 107°F (42°C), which it regulates in hot weather without the benefit of sweat glands through a variety of behavioral and evaporative cooling techniques, including increased blood flow to its comb, wattles, legs, and feet, and releasing heat through its respiratory tract.



When temperatures reach around 85°F (30°C), chickens begin to pant, spread their wings away from their bodies, reduce activity levels, eat less, and drink more water. Passing large amounts of water through their digestive tract moves heat out of their bodies through a process known as excretory heat transfer, which results in loose, watery droppings. Chickens will also dig dust bowls to dissipate heat by contact with cooler earth—it might look like lounging, but it’s hard work to stay cool!
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When temperatures reach around 85°F (30°C), chickens begin to pant, spread their wings away from their bodies, reduce activity, eat less, and drink more water. Measures must be taken to ensure their well-being. Roy is a Gold-Laced Polish rooster.



There are several ways we can help them beat the heat:

• Water: Clean, cool water is critical in hot weather. Chickens would rather suffer from thirst than drink water as few as 10°F warmer than their body temperature. Place waterers in shady locations and supply additional water sources wherever chickens rest during the day—they will drink more if it is convenient to do so. Refresh the water supply often throughout the day. If possible, utilize a poultry nipple watering system (see chapter 6) to ensure a supply of clean, cold water at all times. Add ice or frozen water bottles to waterers.

• Shade: Cover the run with a tarp, roof, shade cloth, wet burlap, banana leaves—whatever you’ve got—to keep the sun from baking the ground. Plan landscaping to provide shaded areas around the coop and run.

• Increase Airflow: Prop open coop doors and windows, including the egg door, during the day to promote airflow. Add fans to the coop and run, placing a frozen jug of water between the fan and nest boxes during the day and between the fan and roosts at night. If it is too hot in the nest boxes, block access to prevent hens from using them. Remove nest curtains during hot weather. Set up temporary nest boxes in a cooler location in the coop or run—a milk crate, cardboard box, large basket, or flowerpot under an umbrella can be used as nests.

• Litter Management: Replace deep litter with clean, shallow pine shavings or sand. Sand will remain a few degrees cooler than pine shavings. Use sand in the shaded run—it stays cooler than other litter types and provides ample opportunities for cool dusting holes. Place frozen gallon jugs in the coop at dusk.

• Hose It Down: Periodically spray down the coop roof, the run, and areas around the coop with water to facilitate evaporative cooling when ambient humidity is low.

• Tweak Rations: Switch from layer feed (16 percent protein) to grower or game bird feed (18 to 20 percent protein). Because chickens have a reduced appetite in the heat, a ration higher in protein will allow hens to eat less while continuing to meet their daily nutritional needs.

• Oyster Shells: These are important year-round, but critically important in hot weather, when panting alters the blood pH, interfering with calcium levels necessary for strong eggshells and a balanced body chemistry.

• Electrolytes or Baking Soda: In hot weather when chickens eat less feed, baking soda facilitates absorption of calcium. To restore the flock’s body chemistry and improve eggshell quality, add either electrolytes to the water per package instructions or 1/4 cup of baking soda per gallon of water for the first half of each day for up to a week.

• No Vinegar: Don’t add vinegar of any kind to hens’ drinking water in the heat. Vinegar inhibits calcium absorption, which is already a problem in hot weather. Some people add vinegar to drinking water to prevent containers from becoming slimy; others mistakenly believe it benefits digestive health. However, because digestive acids in a chicken’s stomach are more acidic than vinegar, it has no digestive benefit. The best thing you can do for the digestive health of your flock is provide clean, fresh water in clean containers every day.
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Plan landscaping to provide shaded areas around the coop and run. When ambient humidity is low, you can even periodically spray the coop’s roof, the run, and areas around the coop to facilitate evaporative cooling.



• Dusting Areas: Provide access to dust bathing areas in shady locations. Chickens cool themselves by digging down to cooler spots in the earth. Sand stays cool in the shade and requires no effort for the chickens to dig up.

• Wading: A kiddie pool, sled, or shallow pan filled with water is great for chickens inclined to stand in it.

• Misters: Station misters in shady areas. In 40 to 80 percent humidity, you can expect a temperature drop of 10°F to 20°F with a mister in the chicken yard. Don’t expect chickens to stand in the mist—its purpose is to cool the air, not shower the chickens.

• Frozen Treats Sparingly: As a general rule, avoid giving chickens treats when it’s hot outside to avoid increasing their body temperature from digestion. However, frozen fruit and vegetables with a high water content can be hydrating and cooling. I especially like the idea of frozen blueberries sitting in my chickens’ crops, cooling their digestive tracts!

• Emergency Bucket: Even when pulling out all the stops to keep chickens safe, things can go downhill rapidly in extreme heat. Heat stress can quickly become deadly when temperatures get into triple digits. A dehydrated chicken suffering from heat stress may exhibit any or all of the following symptoms: Labored breathing, pale comb and wattles, limpness, unresponsiveness, and seizing or convulsions. In temperatures over 90°F (32°C), keep a bucket or tub full of cool water (not cold) near the flock at all times. Immediately submerge an overheated chicken in the cool water up to its neck for several minutes to lower body temperature safely and quickly. This simple measure can be lifesaving. Even if chickens are not in danger, this can be a welcome relief to chickens that would not voluntarily wade into water.

Finally, although we humans think of mint as refreshing in hot weather due to what we perceive as a cool flavor, it does not have cooling properties that benefit a chicken. Not only does mint not reduce a chicken’s body temperature, but chickens do not even perceive the minty flavor due to their extremely limited taste buds. Certainly feel free to garnish the water with mint if you wish, but do not suffer the false impression that it is cooling your chickens.
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In 40 to 80 percent humidity, you can expect a temperature drop of 10 to 20°F with a mister in the chicken yard. But don’t expect chickens to stand in the mist—its purpose is to cool the air, not shower the chickens.
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Immediately submerge a heat-stressed chicken in cool water up to its neck for several minutes to lower body temperature safely and quickly. This simple measure can be lifesaving.
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We humans think of mint as refreshing in hot weather due to what we perceive as a cool flavor, but it does not have cooling properties that benefit a chicken.




Autumn: Fewer Eggs

As summer winds down and daylight hours grow shorter, the egg basket gets a little lighter, but why? A hen’s ovary is stimulated by the many glands that comprise her endocrine system, which is stimulated by light. In temperate climates where hens evolved, shutting down egg production in the dark months was an adaptation to decrease a hen’s nutrient needs when food would be scarce.



Because domesticated chickens do not share the same seasonal food shortages as their ancestors did, there is no reason they cannot continue laying eggs in winter. Hens will continue laying eggs during autumn and winter, provided they receive more than 14 hours of light a day. Adding a few hours of light inside the coop can trigger a hen’s endocrine system into action, allowing her to produce eggs as she did in the spring and summer.

The easiest way to provide supplemental lighting in the autumn and winter is to look up a sunrise/sunset chart for your latitude, determine the earliest sunset time, and then set up a light timer to activate 15 hours prior to that. If hens have already stopped laying in the fall, they can be stimulated back into laying by setting a timer to turn on 20 minutes before sunrise, adding 20 additional minutes each week until 15 hours of light are achieved. Because chickens have poor night vision, it’s better to light the coop in the morning than at night, when a sudden blackout would catch many off guard and allow no time to find a roost position.

I use incandescent rope lighting above the roosts inside the coop. LED lights are an effective choice too. Never use a dangerous heat lamp or fluorescent lights, which look like a dizzying disco ball to chickens. Dr. Darre recommends LED lights with a 2700K color temperature turned on at 5 a.m. and off at 9 p.m. This schedule generally induces hens to lay eggs prior to noon.

If hens require a break from egg laying to divert resources to molting, they will take that break even when receiving 16 hours of light per day. According to Dr. Mike Petrik, supplemental lighting is not harmful to hens, does not shorten their lives, and will not cause them to run out of eggs. A female chick hatches with all the ova (yolks) she will ever have, which number in the hundreds of thousands—it would take decades of daily egg production to deplete that supply.
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Hens will continue laying eggs during autumn and winter, provided they receive more than 14 hours of light a day. Adding a few hours of light inside the coop can trigger a hen’s endocrine system into action, allowing her to produce eggs as she did in the spring and summer. This is Silver-Laced Wyandotte rooster Silvio.




Autumn: Molting

Molting is the natural shedding of old feathers and growth of new ones. During a molt, the coop floor can look like the scene of a pillow fight. Just as with egg production, molting is influenced by light conditions. When daylight hours decrease at the end of summer, chickens begin shedding the previous year’s tattered feathers, replacing them with an entirely new set. All chickens molt annually. The first molt generally occurs around 16 to 18 months of age and takes an average of 7 to 8 weeks, but there is a wide range of “normal,” from 4 to 12 weeks or more.



Feathers fall out in a specific order, beginning at the head and neck, and proceeding down the back, breast, wings, and tail. Because feather growth places great demands on a bird’s nutrient resources, a hen’s egg production will decline or stop completely during a molt. Although molting occurs at fairly regular intervals for each chicken, it can happen at any time due to water or food deprivation or sudden changes in lighting conditions. Also, broody hens molt partially after hatching chicks as they return to normal eating and drinking routines.

Newly emerging feathers, referred to as pinfeathers, are supersensitive because the feather follicle contains highly vascularized tissue that feeds nutrients to the growing feather. Pinfeathers are surrounded by a thin, papery sheath known as the epitrichium that splits and falls off or is preened off by the bird, at which point the feather unfurls and the blood supply in its base dries up. Expect this feather dandruff everywhere during a molt.

Pinfeathers contain live tissue that bleeds like crazy when injured. Remove birds with bleeding pinfeathers from the flock to prevent cannibalism. Clean the injured area with a wound-care spray or hydrogen peroxide. Then, while holding tension on the skin surrounding it, grip the feather at its base close to the skin with tweezers and pluck straight out. Hold pressure on the area until the bleeding stops. Reapply a wound-care spray to the area and keep the bird apart from the flock until fully healed.

Chickens experience two juvenile “mini molts” before their first annual molt. The first mini molt begins at 6 to 8 days old and is complete by approximately 4 weeks, when the chick’s down is replaced by its first feathers. A second mini molt occurs between 7 and 12 weeks, when first feathers are replaced by a second set. This is when a rooster’s distinguishing ornamental feathers will appear.
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A Partridge Plymouth Rock hen undergoing a hard molt.
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Emerging pin feathers contain vascularized tissue at their base and will bleed if injured—hence their nickname, “blood feathers.”




HOW TO HELP DURING A MOLT

The molt can take a toll on your birds. There are a few things you can do to make this annual event a little easier on them:



• Keep stress levels low. Don’t handle the birds, try not to move them to a new coop, and don’t introduce new flock members.

• Increase dietary protein by either:

– switching to a feed containing 20 to 22 percent protein (such as a meat bird ration) for a month or so; or

– supplementing their diet with a couple tablespoons per bird of a high-protein food like black oil sunflower seeds, tuna fish, cooked eggs (yes, really!), or dry cat food.

• Skip the meatloaf. While feather production requires extra protein, avoid offering large amounts, as excess protein can lead to diarrhea and other health problems such as gout.


Winter: Survival

Having lived in New England my entire life, I know a thing or two about winter, but nowhere in my Yankee Handbook is the topic of backyard chickens addressed. I’ve muddled through some difficult, snowy winters, including one of the coldest in Connecticut history, trying to find the most effective, efficient methods for keeping my flock healthy and happy during those months, and I am happy to share what I now know in hopes of saving you similar growing pains.



Wherever they live, chickens acclimate to gradual changes in temperature from season to season. A chicken’s complex thermoregulatory mechanisms allow it to survive and remain comfortable in cold weather. Its normal core temperature is so high that it would constitute a medical emergency in a human, so it’s important not to confuse their perception of cold with ours. Not only is their core body temperature 5°F to 10°F higher than that of humans, but chickens also have physical features and engage in behaviors that permit them to create and retain body heat.

Because burning calories generates heat, chickens eat more in cold weather and conserve that heat, in part, by restricting blood flow to their combs, wattles, and feet, the parts of the body that dissipate excess heat in the summer. They also adjust their posture and position to absorb warmth from the sun and to minimize heat loss in windy conditions—they hunch over, tuck their heads under wing feathers, squat to cover their feet, and huddle with flockmates. Goosebumps allow chickens to adjust the angle of their feathers (a.k.a. piloerection) to trap air warmed by their bodies against their skin. Chickens are little food-fueled furnaces wrapped in down coats!

Don’t believe that you have to “fatten up” your flock for winter! Chickens are equipped to handle the cold. Besides, they’re also sufficiently spoiled with treats year-round and many are already fatter than they should be going into winter. Suet or grease blocks should not be given to pet chickens. Backyard chickens are dying at alarming rates from obesity-related complications. A little bit of scratch or cracked corn just prior to dusk on the coldest nights is fine, but more than that is unnecessary and hazardous to their health.


WINTER DRINKING WATER

Perhaps the biggest challenge in winter is preventing water from freezing, but if chickens are deprived of drinking water they cannot digest food or produce body heat, which can lead to hypothermia and death. As in other seasons, if at all possible, keep waterers in the run and out of the coop, where they will invariably result in wet litter and damp indoor conditions at the worst possible time of the year.



There are several solutions to prevent frozen drinking water in freezing temperatures. One is simply to haul it. Without electricity to the coop, traditional waterers require frequent changing throughout the day to prevent freezing. Empty or remove drinkers at dusk and return them to the flock with fresh water first thing in the morning. It is a very inconvenient, labor-intensive system that can be made somewhat easier by rotating several water containers in and out throughout the day.

If you have a source of electricity to your chicken run, a water heater is the way to go! Heated dog bowls and poultry water heaters can be purchased through farm supply stores and online, but I swear by a DIY cookie tin water heater (see sidebar).

Finally, while poultry nipple drinkers are unquestionably the best way to provide consistently clean water to chickens, most will freeze in the cold without a heat source. The ability to winterize different poultry nipple drinker systems varies widely. Check with the manufacturer for directions.


Cookie Tin Water Heater

With less than $10 and in approximately 10 minutes, you can make a cookie tin water heater using supplies you probably have hanging around the house already!

Materials

• Drill with 3/8" drill bit

• 10-inch metal cookie tin with lid

• Lamp assembly kit

• 40-watt incandescent light bulb or candelabra bulb


Assembly

• Drill a hole in the side of the cookie tin.

• String the pre-threaded lamp stem assembly through the hole and tighten the screw on the stem.

• Screw the light bulb into the socket and replace the tin’s lid.



• Position the cookie tin water heater on a level surface inside the chicken yard. Plug the unit into a GFCI outlet (to protect against electrical shock) and place your water container on top of the cookie tin. A relatively inexpensive temperature-regulator plug can be used to power the unit on and off at set temperatures. It doesn’t seem possible that a humble, 40-watt light bulb could possibly prevent water in poultry drinkers from freezing in subzero temperatures, but remarkably, it does!
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Perhaps the biggest challenge in winter is preventing water from freezing, but if chickens are deprived of drinking water they cannot digest food or produce body heat. This easy-to-make and inexpensive cookie tin heater ensures a constant supply of ice-free water. This Serama rooster is Caesar.





MOISTURE IS THE ENEMY

Although access to drinking water is essential, ironically, water is also an enemy of chickens in the winter. Cold, humid air makes it difficult for chickens to stay warm, increases the risk of frostbite, and creates an environment in which respiratory diseases can thrive. If coop windows have condensation on them in the morning, there is not enough ventilation. The target relative humidity inside the winter coop is 50 to 70 percent.



Strategies for controlling moisture in the winter coop are the same as in other seasons. First, use droppings boards (see chapter 2) and remove nightly droppings from the coop each morning. This eliminates the greatest source of moisture from the coop as well as the potential for harmful ammonia gases to accumulate.

As mentioned previously, I strongly suggest keeping waterers out of the coop. It is impossible to keep ahead of the moisture curve if waterers spill in the litter, and as long as the flock has access to water at daybreak, there is no need for water inside the coop. However, if employing supplemental lighting to promote continued egg production, hens cannot be left without water for several hours in the morning, so I suggest using a poultry nipple drinker inside the coop for the very early morning hours before the flock is let out into the run. This will minimize the amount of water that could spill in the litter. A drip pan to catch stray droplets is a good idea. Remove the waterer when the flock is let out of the coop for the day.

Sand’s performance as litter is discussed elsewhere (see chapter 2), but it is an especially outstanding choice in the winter because it evaporates moisture from droppings more rapidly than other litters do and remains drier as a result. Sand also retains warmth better than any other litter type, and given its high thermal mass, it keeps coop temperatures more stable than other litters do.

The deep litter method as an alternative litter choice is actually a means of chicken waste management that calls for droppings and litter to compost inside the coop. I personally cannot bring myself to allow waste to accumulate inside my coops, but I do not doubt the utility of the deep litter method when executed properly.

The popular misconception is that deep litter is the lazy person’s way of managing litter. However, deep litter requires careful attention to stirring and monitoring moisture content. Implemented improperly, the deep litter method can pose a serious health hazard to the flock. To properly manage deep litter, do not change the litter every few weeks, do not begin the process midwinter, do not keep less than 4 inches of litter on the coop floor, do not use diatomaceous earth, and do not rely on the chickens to do all of the stirring.

If you choose to employ the deep litter method, make sure you understand it well and manage it properly. Managed incorrectly, deep litter will produce ammonia and harbor parasites and harmful bacteria. Deep litter that is too dry will be dusty and carry airborne spores. If you don’t think you can properly manage the deep litter system, use another coop litter program.

Coop insulation will retain radiant heat from the sun and reduce heat loss, but insulating a coop should not make it airtight. If there are gaps in walls or around windows that are not being used for ventilation, seal them to prevent drafts, but hide insulation and sealant or the chickens will eat it. Never use straw or hay bales inside the chicken coop to insulate! Straw can harbor mites and other insects while mold and fungus can grow inside the bales, creating a respiratory disaster area inside the coop. It is far better to have a cold coop than sick chickens.
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Without interference from well-meaning caretakers (such as “fattening them up” for the winter), chickens naturally acclimate to seasonal temperature changes with an impressive array of thermoregulatory devices that include a core body temperature in the neighborhood of 107°F (42°C). A chicken’s physiology is not the same as a human’s—our perception of how cold we are inside the coop is not the same as a chicken’s perception of its comfort level.



Finally, ensuring adequate ventilation without drafts is vital in the winter coop. Ammonia and moisture must have an escape route even if it means losing some heat in the process. The goal is to get as much air exchange throughout the coop as possible without creating drafts on roosting chickens. Ventilation holes toward the top of the coop, far above roosts, are best for achieving effective cold-weather air exchange. Windows on all four sides of the coop are ideal, but ridge vents, a cupola, or open eaves covered with hardware cloth are all effective. If your coop does not have adequate ventilation, create more. Think windows, not little holes. A reciprocating saw, some hinges, hardware cloth, and washers with screws are all the supplies necessary to install additional ventilation in an existing coop. Yes, the warmest air will move up and exit through the ventilation at the top of the coop, but that’s fine because warm air holds more moisture than cold air, so the escaping warm air will take the moisture with it.


HOT TOPIC: WHETHER TO HEAT THE COOP

Without interference from well-meaning caretakers, chickens naturally acclimate to seasonal temperature changes with an impressive array of thermoregulatory devices that include a core body temperature in the neighborhood of 107°F (42°C). A chicken’s physiology is not the same as a human’s—our perception of how cold we would be inside the coop is not the same as a chicken’s perception of its comfort level.



If you feel you must provide an in-coop heat source, please put safety first. Every year, good chicken keepers unintentionally kill their pets, burn down their coops or barns, and even endanger human lives with heat lamps, which are never safe to use around flying animals. Flying animals that are spooked can accidentally fly into the 500°F (260°F) bulb surface, as can loose feathers and combustible litter. Heat lamps frequently fall, swing into flammable structures, and bulbs explode, sending shards of hot glass flying into flammable materials and animals.

Radiant, flat panel heaters are safe alternatives to hazardous heat lamps. Supply only enough heat to raise the coop temperature a little—the coop should not feel warm to you. Chickens are not served well by walking out of a toasty henhouse into the cold.


WINTER OUTDOORS: THE RUN

When temperatures are extreme or cold weather is accompanied by precipitation or wind, chickens should be confined to a completely winterized, covered run. Secure contractor’s plastic sheeting or empty feed bags to the sides of the run with furring strips screwed to the structure. Depending on the location of the coop relative to the run, this may help keep the coop warmer at night too.



Most chickens dislike walking in snow, but they will venture out into a clear or shoveled area. Some chickens will brave the snow, but don’t force them out of the coop. Allow them the opportunity to wander out by leaving the pop door open, but let them decide where they want to spend their time.


Chicken Sweaters: Just Say No!

I’m all about a healthy dose of silliness with chickens from time to time, but chicken sweaters are not just unnecessary—they can also be detrimental to chicken health and safety. Take the cute photo and then pack the sweater away with the Halloween costume she also finds irritating.

Sweaters contribute more to making humans feel better about “doing something” for a sparsely feathered bird than they contribute to a bird’s well-being. In freezing temperatures, a chicken going through a severe molt is better served housed in a dog crate in the basement or garage. A sweater is a painful proposition for a molting hen, whose sensitive pinfeathers are best left untouched. Sweaters also hinder a chicken’s ability to warm themselves by preventing feather fluffing that traps warmed air against their skin, and sweaters can trap moisture next to the skin, further impeding the chicken’s ability to stay warm and encouraging lice and mites to set up camp underneath.

As if that weren’t bad enough, a rooster’s spurs or nails can get caught in a sweater during mating, creating a strangling hazard to the hen. Finally, a sweater provides hawks with a handy carrying-case for free-range chickens—no need to make their jobs any easier.
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When cold weather is accompanied by precipitation or wind, chickens should be confined to a completely winterized, covered run. Secure heavy-duty plastic sheeting or empty feed bags to the sides of the run with furring strips screwed (not stapled) to the structure.




FROSTBITE

Frostbite occurs when the fluid in cells freezes and blood clots form, depriving cells of oxygen. The degree of tissue damage depends on windchill, length of exposure, degree of moisture, altitude, severity of temperature, and reduction of blood circulation. Chickens with large, prominent combs are especially vulnerable to frostbite, as are their wattles and toes. In extremely cold conditions, exposed tissues can suffer frostbite in minutes.



Potential consequences of frostbite are pain, disfigurement, loss of mobility, decreased fertility in roosters, and diminished egg production in hens. Mild cases are often unavoidable, even with the best preventive efforts, but knowing the causes, how to optimize the flock’s living conditions, and how to treat it will reduce the risks and limit damage. Chickens in a cold, poorly ventilated coop where damp litter and moisture from droppings and respiration cannot escape are at high risk for frostbite.

Signs of frostbite include swelling, blisters filled with fluid that may not appear until 24 to 36 hours after exposure, color changes to tissues (look for whitening/lightening, grayish-yellow, grayish-blue, or blackened tissue), hardened tissue, limping, loss of appetite, and listlessness.
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Signs of frostbite include swelling, blisters filled with fluid that may not appear until 24 to 36 hours after exposure, color changes to tissues (look for whitening/lightening, grayish-yellow, grayish-blue, or blackened tissue), hardened tissue, limping, loss of appetite, and listlessness. Light Sussex rooster, Chevy (left), and Black Copper Marans rooster, Blaze (right).



If you live in a northern climate, select cold-hardy breeds with small combs and wattles. Flat, wide roosts (such as 2×4 boards) allow birds to cover their feet with their bodies and feathers. Use a properly ventilated coop and take steps to limit moisture (see chapter 2). A layer of Vaseline or a wax-based skin protector (such as Musher’s Secret) applied to combs and wattles at night can prevent moisture from clinging to them. The jury is still out on whether Vaseline really prevents frostbite, but it can’t hurt and it may help.

If you suspect your chicken is suffering frostbite, move the bird to a warmer location to prevent the injury from progressing. Obtain veterinary care immediately, if possible. If a poultry vet is unavailable, do not begin treatment until the chicken is no longer exposed to the cold—thawing and refreezing of the tissues will cause greater damage than a delayed response to the initial injury.

Gradually warm the affected area(s). Frostbitten feet should be immersed in lukewarm water (100°F to 101°F) to bring the tissues back up to temperature slowly. Very gently hold washcloths soaked in lukewarm water against combs and wattles. Avoid rubbing or any friction that could cause additional tissue damage.

Offer medication for pain and inflammation. Meloxicam is common, but you’ll need a vet to prescribe it along with the dosage. Alternatively, five aspirin tablets (325 mg total) diluted in 1 gallon of water may be given for 1 to 3 days. Keep the chicken in a temperate location on soft bedding such as old towels while recovering. Hydration during recovery is critical to help with shock from the cold injury, so add electrolytes to the water for a day or two. Food and water should be offered in containers that will not touch painful comb or wattle tissues. Poultry nipple drinkers can be helpful in this regard. When a chicken is recovering from frostbite, never break blisters or remove blackened tissue—they are natural bandages protecting the underlying tissue. Soak frostbitten feet in lukewarm water and Epsom salts once or twice a day for several weeks while keeping the chicken as comfortable as possible in a temporary indoor facility.

Keep the injured area clean with a non-stinging wound-care spray such as Vetericyn, which does not require touching the tissue to apply. Spray two or three times per day until healed and monitor the area for signs of infection, such as swelling, redness, oozing, or foul-smelling discharge. If infection occurs, antibiotics may be necessary.

Be aware that tissue may eventually dry up and fall off depending on the degree of injury. Areas that fall off do not ordinarily regenerate. Severe cases may cause toes or even the entire foot to fall off, but chickens can survive these injuries and live reasonably normal lives if infection is controlled, though it can take months for recovery. Introduce a fully healed chicken to the flock as if they were a complete stranger to avoid conflict and injuries.


WINTER BOREDOM BUSTERS

A spacious, covered chicken run gives flockmates the personal space and exercise opportunities necessary in winter to stave off boredom, obesity, and behavioral problems. As a bare minimum, provide 10 square feet per bird, but bigger is always better.



Even with enough space, cabin fever can set in and chickens can get on each other’s nerves. Prevent behavioral issues from developing in the winter months by adding novelties, but don’t pull every trick out of your hat at once and resist the temptation to entertain the flock primarily with treats.

Begin by acknowledging chickens’ natural instinct to roost high off the ground. Provide a variety of items to roost on and move these items around from time to time. Increase total square footage by building up! Old wooden ladders, chairs, stumps, logs, and wide tree branches all make excellent jungle gyms. Add a mirror to the coop or run, making sure it is securely attached and cannot fall or break.

Dust bathing is as much a recreational and social activity as a functional one, and chickens don’t take a break from it in the winter. A variety of containers filled with potting soil, peat moss, or good ol’ sand will break up the monotony. Large flowerpots, buckets, and rubber tubs are all big hits with my chickens.
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Provide a variety of items to roost on and move these items around from time to time. Old wooden ladders, chairs, stumps, logs, and wide tree branches all make excellent jungle gyms. A Silkie Showgirl pullet roosts in frame.
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Eating a complete ration should be the flock’s primary job throughout the winter days. Drilling small holes in empty plastic bottles and filling with layer crumbles will help accomplish this and provide a bit of mental stimulation.



Eating a complete ration should be the flock’s primary job throughout the day. Free-feed chickens crumbles instead of pellets to extend the amount of time birds spend picking up feed to satisfy their needs. Drill small holes in empty plastic bottles and fill with layer crumbles for a bit of mental stimulation.

Temporary feeding stations in novel containers will eliminate competition for food. A 3-inch square cut into the side of clean, large plastic yogurt containers filled with crumbles and wired to the side of the run at chicken chest height will do the trick.

As in other seasons, healthy treats can be offered as an occasional distraction, but should not be relied on as a primary form of entertainment. Limit treats to no more than 2 tablespoons per bird per day, occasionally. A little bit of scratch just prior to bedtime on the coldest nights is fine, but more than that is unnecessary and unhealthy. Remove food from the run after the flock has gone to roost to avoid attracting rodents.


SPROUTING GRAINS

Sprouting grains is an easy way to provide fresh, nutritious greens any time of year—especially winter. The terms sprouts and fodder are often used interchangeably, but the Sprodder police get upset when we do that, so … let’s not. Sprouts are germinated grains grown with water to less than 4 inches high; fodder is taller. Sprouts are loaded with chlorophyll and beta-carotene, resulting in darker yolks and more nutritious eggs. Sprouting also makes the vitamins, minerals, and proteins in the grains more bioavailable to the chickens and improves the enzyme content, making grains more easily digested.



Sprouting can be done with no special lighting or equipment (although someone is always happy to take your money for special growing trays). Room temperature should be 45°F to 69°F (7°C to 20°C). The method is incredibly simple: soak, rinse, drain. Got it? Good, let’s complicate it.
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Sprouting grains is an easy way to provide fresh, nutritious greens any time of year—especially winter.



Materials: You’ll need a meticulously clean, large plastic container with drainage holes small enough that the grains won’t fall through. Any inexpensive container will do—an aluminum lasagna pan, shallow plastic storage containers, etc. Whole-grain wheat and barley are the two most commonly sprouted grains, but sprouting oats, sunflower seeds, alfalfa, lentils, clover, mung beans, and soybeans are good too. Health food stores and feed stores are good sources. Finally, use fresh, nonchlorinated water—either well water or chlorinated tap water left overnight in an open container will work.

The Process: Blink and you’ll miss this. Cover the grains with the water in a large bowl and soak overnight. In the morning, drain the grains well and spread out in the container to a depth of 1/4 to 1/2 inch. Place the container over a second, slightly larger container to allow the water to drain completely. Water and drain completely twice a day for 6 days. Serve the results on day 6!


FROZEN EGGS

Eggs are few and far between in the darker months of the year, and freezing temperatures threaten to crack those that are laid. To prevent freezing, collect eggs frequently throughout the day, and insulate and pad nest boxes with layers of towels, cardboard, or bubble-wrap insulation, concealing materials chickens might eat. Tuck a small, rice-filled, microwavable hand warmer underneath the layers of padding to add a few degrees to the nest box, but not enough to heat the eggs. Nest box curtains (see chapter 2) will also help retain a hen’s body heat inside the box for a while.



Never allow a broody hen to sit on a nest for the purpose of keeping table eggs warm in extremely cold temperatures. Why? A broody hen eats, drinks, and eliminates waste once or twice a day at most—unhealthy any time of the year, but possibly life-threatening in frigid temperatures when she needs to increase her feed and water intake to keep herself warm. A broody hen consumes 80 percent less feed than usual and can ill afford fewer calories in cold temperatures. If the nest box is cold enough to freeze eggs, it’s cold enough to cause hypothermia and death. Always break up broody hens in severe weather (see “The Broody Hen” section later in this chapter).

When a frozen egg cracks, pathogens gain an express route inside. For this reason, frozen eggs that are cracked should be thrown away. If the egg might be frozen, but you’re not certain and the shell is not cracked, place it in the refrigerator to thaw. (Don’t wash a clean, frozen egg because it may crack.) Use thawed eggs as soon as possible and only in dishes that will be thoroughly cooked. Freezing eggs causes a change in the consistency of the yolks, so while they are fine scrambled and in recipes where leavening isn’t critical, they won’t provide the same rise in baked goods as an egg that has never been frozen.

My policy is when in doubt, throw it out. The hens will make more. All eggs should be thoroughly cooked before eating—a small percentage of clean, intact, never frozen, fresh-outta-the-hen eggs contain Salmonella enteritidis bacteria inside the yolk, but you can’t tell which eggs are contaminated by looking at them.


Spring

Ah, spring! It’s the most wonderful time of the chicken year! As day length increases, hens get back to the work of egg laying and hatching chicks as choirs of chicken angels sing to welcome them!




INCUBATORS: HATCHING WITHOUT A HEN

A chick’s growth inside an egg takes approximately 21 days, during which the egg must be kept at specific, consistent temperatures and humidity levels and turned periodically. Hatching eggs be accomplished either by a hen, referred to as a “broody,” or in an incubator. Ideal temperatures generally range between 99°F and 102°F (37°C and 39°C) and humidity between 55 and 60 percent for the first 18 days, and 65 percent for the last 3 days.




THE BROODY HEN

As much as I enjoy pulling up a chair and watching chicks hatch from eggs in an incubator in my kitchen, there is no question that allowing a hen to hatch eggs is significantly easier than monitoring and managing the process in an electric box. Broody hens handle all the details, from temperature and humidity control to egg turning and raising the chicks.
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Ah, spring! It’s the most wonderful time of the chicken year! As days get longer, hens get back to the work of laying eggs and hatching chicks as choirs of chicken angels sing to welcome them. From left: Spanish, Dorking, and Wyandotte chicks.
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Hatching can be accomplished either by a hen, referred to as a “broody,” or in an incubator like this one.



A hen is said to be broody when motherhood beckons and she answers the call to find a nest to hatch chicks. Broodiness is influenced by many factors, including genetics, lighting conditions, and hormones, and while most common in spring, it can occur any time of year. Some breeds are more inclined to brood than others—Silkies, Cochins, and Australorps are contenders for the Broody Mother of the Year Award, but not every hen becomes broody in her lifetime, while others “go broody” before they lay their first egg! It is not possible to make a hen broody, though a hen that is in the mood to brood may be encouraged to set if she sees a nest full of eggs or another hen brooding (broodiness seems to be contagious).

Broody hens seek secluded, dark, warm locations for their nests, which aren’t always inside the coop; hens have been known to disappear only to return in a few weeks with baby chicks in tow! A broody hen is fairly easy to spot: she plucks her feathers to expose the warmth and moisture of her belly skin directly to the eggs, and she sits stoically in the nest all day, leaving briefly once or twice a day to eat, drink, dust bathe, and relieve herself. When approached, she will growl, shriek, puff out her feathers, and peck the intruder in defense of her eggs.

The drastic change in a broody’s daily routine comes at a cost to her health. Because she drinks less, poops less frequently, and eats 80 percent less food than normal, she loses a considerable amount of weight, her comb turns pale, her feathers lose their sheen, and she becomes vulnerable to external parasites setting up camp in her feathers. While she intends to remain in the nest only until her chicks hatch, she will sit indefinitely on unfertilized eggs, golf balls, or in an empty nest. In 21-day stints, broodiness is tolerable, but a protracted tour can cause long-term health consequences.

The power of suggestion is strong in the henhouse—one broody hen can inspire a flock of layers to become a flock full of slackers. Even if she doesn’t recruit other mothers, a broody ties up a nest box that laying hens may wish to use, which can result in jockeying for position, pecking injuries, broken eggs, and stress in the flock.

In some cases, it may not be possible or desirable for a hen to hatch chicks, and so broody behavior should be discouraged by “breaking up” the hen. The longer a hen is broody, the longer it will take to break her up and the longer it will take for her to return to egg laying, so it’s advisable to begin the process as soon as a broody hen reveals herself.
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Allowing a hen to hatch eggs is significantly easier than monitoring and managing the process in an electric box. Broody hens handle all the details, from temperature and humidity control to egg turning and raising the chicks. This half Black Copper Marans and half Wheaten Marans is ellen deHeneres. Her chick is a Dorking.



There are many suggested methods for broody breaking, some unreliable or ineffective, some cruel and inhumane. I strongly recommend against any technique involving water or ice. I also do not recommend the “boomerang” method of taking hens out of the nest repeatedly, only to have her panic and run back to her nest. This method is unreliable and stressful for everyone.

There are two reliable methods for breaking up a broody hen. One is to graft day-old chicks to her. In the middle of the night while she’s in a broody stupor, tuck a few chicks younger than 5 days underneath her belly; she will wake up in the morning believing she hatched them and go about the business of mothering them. If the hen has not raised chicks in the past, it’s safer not to attempt grafting.

The other method is known as the “broody breaker.” Hens have a specialized area of skin with a rich blood supply adjacent to their abdomen that allows them to transfer body heat and humidity to hatching eggs. This “broody patch” must be cooled off and her comfy nesting routine disrupted to get her back to business as usual. The most efficient and reliable method for discouraging broodiness entails placing the hen in a wire-bottomed cage raised off the floor in a well-lit location away from the coop. The wire-bottomed cage allows air to circulate under the hen, cooling off her undercarriage. Obviously, put feed and water in the unit, but no litter. A wire-bottomed dog crate works brilliantly for this purpose. Once in the broody breaker, she will be briefly upset, pacing, clucking, and cursing at you, but she will settle down before long.

Caught early in her broody state, she should be broken within a few days and back to egg laying in a week or so. The longer she is allowed to sit, the longer she will have to remain in cell block B and the longer it will take for her to return to production. When she begins behaving normally—walking around the crate, eating, drinking, and pooping frequently—she can be tested for parole. Remove her from the broody breaker, place her in the chicken yard, and observe. If she is still broody, she may take a detour to dust bathe, eat, and have a beverage before hightailing it to her nest, in which case, back to the broody breaker. Repeat as necessary.
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In some instances it may not be possible or desirable for a hen to hatch chicks, in which cases broody behavior should be discouraged by “breaking up” the hen.




BROODING GONE BAD: QUITTERS AND HOMICIDAL HENS

Just because a hen is broody does not mean that she is going to be a dedicated hatching hen. Some abandon the eggs after days or weeks. Or worse, they kill the chicks that hatch. There is no way to predict whether a hen will quit setting before the eggs hatch or become homicidal after they do hatch. Before purchasing expensive hatching eggs for a broody to hatch, put her through the paces with ordinary hatching eggs. Past performance is the best predictor of future behavior: if she abandoned the nest or harmed chicks once, she will do it again. Always have an incubator and a brooder on standby while a hen is setting in case she suddenly abandons the eggs or chicks.



A hen can manage to cover and keep warm approximately twelve eggs proportionate to her size. If she is a bantam, it is reasonable to expect that she can care for twelve bantam-sized eggs, fewer if the eggs are from a larger hen. If the broody is a large-fowl breed, she can handle up to fifteen eggs of the size she would ordinarily lay, more if they are bantam eggs.

Ideally, every broody will have her own private predator-proof space away from the coop and flock to set undisturbed by nosy flockmates. Unfortunately, she doesn’t ordinarily have the good sense to make a reservation for a room in the maternity ward. Rather, she usually parks herself inside a coop nest box. Some broodies are more attached to their chosen nest than others and will protest mightily if attempts are made to move her. I often use a plastic pet carrier placed inside a makeshift chicken wire fence in the basement as a broody pen. Puppy playpens work well too.

Moving is best done at night when she is less likely to be upset by the change of scenery. Feed, water, and the makeshift run should be in place before the move. A broody does not need much to do her thing: a private spot with pine shavings to cushion the eggs, a food and water station, and a separate space to relieve herself. I feed my broodies chick starter ration because it’s higher in protein than layer feed and that’s what her chicks will need after they hatch. Scratch can also be offered, as the high carbohydrate content provides extra calories during her 3-week crash diet. Fresh, cool water is critical and should always be available near the feed.

Keep the nest clean and dry. Bacteria + eggs = dead embryos and rotten eggs. Accidents do happen—broken eggs and soiled nests should be cleaned immediately to limit exposure to bacteria. Broodies leave the nest at approximately the same time daily to eat, drink, poop, and dust bathe, which is a good time to check and change litter. To the extent possible, do not disturb a setting hen. One never knows when an interruption will cause her to quit the gig midstream.

Contrary to popular belief, a hen does not kick bad eggs out of the nest. In fact, sometimes eggs found outside the nest are viable and sometimes she continues to sit on rotten eggs until the bitter end. I wish I had a nickel for every rotten egg found in the nest after a hen has left it to care for her brood. I have also rescued more than one developing egg that a broody has kicked out of the nest. Any egg found outside the nest should be candled (see chapter 11) to assess its viability and stage of development. If it’s on track, put it back under the broody, under a different broody, or in an incubator. I candle broody eggs twice at most: at days 10 and 17. Rotten eggs can jeopardize the entire hatch, so by day 10 any egg that has not begun to develop will be obvious and must be removed from the clutch with the precision of a bomb squad technician. After day 18, the embryo begins to assume the hatching position and should no longer be disturbed. It is normal for a hen not to leave the nest during the last 3 days. Do not disturb her at this point!

Pay attention to the expected date of hatch. A chick will begin cheeping inside its egg any time after day 19, and it’s prudent to watch the hen for hostility or rejection. Sometimes it is necessary to rescue chicks from a broody hen because the hen attacks, rejects, or abandons them. Always have a brooder setup ready as a precaution.

Within a day or two of hatching, the hen should teach the chicks to eat and drink. The hen will need layer feed approximately a month after hatching because she may begin to lay eggs any time after 5 weeks. At that point, most broodies begin to distance themselves from their babies, although there are exceptions.


COOP BROODIES

It’s not always possible to provide a broody hen with a private maternity ward. Often broodies must hatch eggs inside coop nest boxes. The challenges of caring for a coop broody (CB) are significant, and special accommodations should be made to maximize the potential for a successful hatch.



CBs occupy nest boxes that laying hens need to use. Laying hens will frequently join a CB in the nest box, lay their egg, and exit. Sometimes, however, a laying hen will bully a CB off her nest and the CB may or may not return. A less assertive laying hen may decide to lay her eggs outside the nest box or coop, sending the chicken keeper on a daily egg hunt. Neither situation is desirable. It can help to add temporary nest boxes throughout the coop for laying hens to use while the usual nests are ocupado. A 5-gallon bucket on its side with the bottom partially cut out to leave a lip will work, as will a shallow cardboard box or an empty pet carrier.

Another problem unique to CBs is disappearing eggs. Other hens may abscond with the hatching eggs by tucking them underneath their wings and moving them or (gross) eating them. Not much can be done about this except moving the CB and her remaining eggs to a maternity ward. Sometimes a second broody will join in to share a clutch of eggs and help raise the chicks; space can get cramped, but this situation tends to work out fine.

A CB’s hatching eggs should be marked clearly with a permanent marker. This lets you know at a glance which eggs are hatching eggs and which were recently laid by other hens. Eggs should be collected from the coop at least once a day to remove freshly laid eggs. Check underneath a CB daily for freshly laid eggs. If she is especially ornery, collect them after dark using a flashlight.

If the CB’s nest is more than 12 inches off the ground, the broody should be moved to a lower, temporary nest inside the coop no later than day 18 (3 days before hatch) for the safety of the chicks.

After chicks hatch, a broody hen returns to normal eating habits after several weeks of near starvation. This drastic change in diet will put her into a broody molt. The higher protein content in starter feed supports the protein demands of feather growth.

The best part of having a broody hen is watching her raise the chicks. She should provide them with all the warmth they need, teach them to eat and drink, and keep them safe from harm. The behavior of other hens toward the CB and her new chicks should be monitored carefully for the first few days. If it becomes apparent the CB is not adequately protecting the chicks from flockmates, the CB and chicks should be moved to a separate enclosure.

A broody hen will generally begin to distance herself from her brood 5 or 6 weeks after hatching and can begin egg laying any time thereafter. Some hens brood several times per year if permitted, but serial brooding should be discouraged due to the physical toll it takes on a hen.


Integrating New Birds: The Playpen Method

Integrating new chickens into an existing flock is always nerve-wracking. There’s just no way to predict how two groups of chickens will get along. But it is possible to introduce chickens to a new flock without drama or bloodshed using an approach I call the “playpen method.” This entails creating a confinement unit (playpen) for the newbies in the vicinity of the flock—in the coop or run, or alongside the run. The flock remains inside the run and/or free-ranging with a small, separate pen close by for the newbies.



Chickens distrust change. The playpen method allows each group to gradually familiarize itself with the sights and sounds of the other while maintaining a safe, contact-free zone. The newbies should remain in the playpen during the day for a minimum of 1 week, though the process may take much longer. Allowing physical contact prematurely can result in a bloodbath.

I can generally tell the birds are ready to mingle when they have stopped paying attention to each other through the playpen. Allow the newbies to venture out of the playpen at their leisure by opening the playpen door slightly. They will stay close to the playpen and maintain a safe distance from the flock initially, but eventually become comfortable and mingle freely. Don’t hasten the process—let them take the lead.

Some minor conflict should be expected as the established pecking order is disrupted and a new one established. However, there should be no bullying or bloodshed. If there are injuries—even minor pecking injuries—remove the victim from the population immediately, clean its wounds, and keep it segregated until fully healed. If the victim is bullied upon return to the flock, separate the bully in a playpen for a few days, after which she should play nicer (see chapter 10).
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The playpen method allows newbies and the flock to become acquainted before integration. Never add new birds to a flock by sneaking them into the coop after dark and hoping things work out in the morning.



This method also trains the newbies to identify the coop as home so they will return to it at dusk once integrated. Newbies whose playpen is not inside the coop or run are returned to the brooder at night until it’s clear they will be safe with the flock. It’s a little tricky to get them to understand that the coop is their new home, and coop training is usually necessary (see chapter 10).

Never add new birds to a flock by sneaking them into the coop after dark and hoping things work out in the morning. Chickens have no difficulty recognizing strangers in their midst and the ordinary reaction to this tactic is quite predictable. Imagine going to sleep at night only to awake in the morning to find a confused, frightened, and possibly hostile stranger standing at the foot of your bed staring at you. The stranger has no idea how they got there or who you are, and neither do you!
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Behavior

CHICKEN PSYCHOLOGY 101
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AS A SPECIES, WE REALLY HAVE TO GIVE THE DOMESTICATED
chicken credit for possessing the intellectual savvy necessary to survive more than ten thousand years of environmental challenges in the jungle and beyond. As backyard chicken keepers, if we understand why chickens engage in certain behaviors and that many of them relate to survival, we will be able to anticipate reactions to specific situations, avoid predictable challenges, and solve common problems as they arise. Think like a chicken!
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Enforcement of the social hierarchy with an occasional peck or nudge is to be expected, but repeated aggressive behavior is not normal. Mille Fleur d’Uccle rooster, Duke.




Bad Beak Behavior: Problem Picking

The beak is the Swiss army knife of the chicken world. It is used to eat, drink, cut, grasp, explore, dig, transport, communicate, groom, and defend. In a healthy environment, chickens do not use their beaks as weapons. But when they are poorly managed, it becomes a tool to cope with the resulting stress.



One of the most common causes of problem picking is overcrowded living conditions. Lacking sufficient personal space, chickens will peck at novelties on one another—a fleck of dirt, a pinfeather, an insect … whatever. Even innocent exploration that is not aggression-based can result in wounds that draw attention from other birds, which can then spiral out of control into life-threatening injuries. So it’s critical to understand, identify, and control the issues that can trigger picking and quickly intervene.

A few of the most common risk factors for picking include overcrowding, adding new chickens to a flock, exposure to excessive light or heat, the sight of emerging pinfeathers, nutritional deficiencies, boredom, empty feeders or waterers, and moving to a new housing unit, all of which are stressful to chickens.

A few simple steps can help prevent picking. In addition to always providing a spacious, clean, dry coop and run; feeding a complete commercial ration; and limiting treats, remember:

• The rule of thumb is one nest box for every four hens. Hang nest box curtains to ensure privacy, reduce stress, and keep the cloaca from public view during egg laying.

• Restricted or timed feeding programs create competition for food and boredom between feedings. Choose free-feeding instead.

• Ensure at least 8 hours of complete darkness each night. No night-lights!

• Any time a picking injury occurs, physically separate the bird from the flock until the injury has healed completely.


Bullying

Enforcement of the social hierarchy with an occasional peck or nudge is to be expected, but repeated aggressive behavior is not normal. If feathers are being picked out repeatedly, if blood is being drawn, if a certain flock member is persistently targeted or denied access to food or water, then the stress causing the bullying behavior has to be managed and the bully physically prevented from harming others. Place the aggressor in a wire enclosure within the flock to decompress. The proximity of the enclosure to the other birds establishes a safe zone—it is not disciplinary. After a day or two, the aggressor can be allowed to mingle with the others. If the behavior continues, repeat as necessary.




Egg Eating

Sometimes chickens will eat eggs out of the nest boxes, but who can blame them? They’re delicious! But egg eating is a bad habit quickly learned by flockmates, and it is difficult, but not impossible, to overcome. Egg eaters can usually be found with egg yolk on their beaks, faces, or feathers, or found loitering around nest boxes. My personal last resort is to segregate the egg eater until the rest of the flock has finished laying eggs. In the worst-case scenario, they eat their own eggs, but not anyone else’s. Egg eating need not be cause for culling a chicken from a backyard flock. With some minor coop revisions and changes in routine, even the most avid egg connoisseur can be rehabilitated.



The only tactic guaranteed to protect eggs from being eaten by hens is to use rollout nest boxes that allow eggs to roll down an incline and into a covered tray as soon as they are laid. Here are some other steps to discourage this behavior:

• Collect eggs frequently.

• Break up broody hens to free up nest boxes.

• Relocate broody hens away from the coop.

• Ensure adequate nest box material to reduce the likelihood of broken eggs, which encourages egg eating.

• Supply oyster shell to reduce the probability of easily broken, weak-shelled eggs.

• Feed a complete layer ration to avoid nutritional deficiencies.

• Allow hens to work undisturbed in the morning to minimize stress and nervous picking.

• Hang nest box curtains for laying privacy and to hide eggs from snackers.

• Place decoy eggs such as golf balls in nest boxes on the theory that pecking at an unyielding “egg” will deter such conduct in the future.


Coop Training

Because chickens have poor night vision, they naturally return to the safety of home before dark to hunker down for the night. Moving chickens from one coop, farm, or brooder to another often results in confusion. This can send devoted caretakers to chase, coax, or cajole disoriented chickens into their new home after dusk. Not fun.



This situation can be avoided with a strategy that entails confining chickens to a new coop until they identify it as home. After a week of coop training, let them out into the run; in the unlikely event that they do not return to the coop at dusk that first night, confine them to the coop for another week, and then try again. If the flock will be free-range, week 3 is the time to open the run door and let them explore the great outdoors. Coop training is more easily done without tenants already living in the coop, but sometimes older flock members will show newbies the ropes. Coop training should not be attempted when temperatures inside the coop exceed 70°F (21°C).

There are times when chickens that have been residing in the coop for some time suddenly fail to return to it at dusk. This can be due to a predator scare or some other stressor, such as a bully inside the coop. Once the issue has been identified and resolved, begin coop retraining as outlined above.
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Buff Orpington hen.




Hidden Eggs

Sometimes free-range chickens lay their eggs around the yard, in which case they should be confined to the run for a week or two without free-range access. A golf ball or ceramic egg in each nest can help encourage laying in the nest box. After the hens have been laying eggs in the nest boxes reliably for a week or two, return them to free-ranging.



Mating: How Does That Work?

Have you ever thought about how chickens mate? I mean really thought about it—the logistics, the mechanics, the specific parts involved? Most of us probably have not, but if you are a chicken keeper, you will want to familiarize yourself with this fascinating process. Soon you will be able to impress friends, colleagues, and complete strangers with a startling amount of detail about how chickens do the deed. Be prepared, however, to disregard much of what you know about how most animals engage in the act—chicken mating is quite different.




APPEARANCES MATTER

There are many theories about why roosters—and males of many species, for that matter—are so much more colorful than hens. Put simply, to shore up his chances of mating with the fittest and most productive hens, the rooster must prove he is the healthiest, strongest, most dominant rooster in the flock. And nothing impresses the ladies quite like a big, bright red comb and fancy plumage! High testosterone levels are responsible for those impressive red combs, which serve as evidence of a rooster’s virility, fertility, and overall health, making him more attractive to a hen and she more receptive to his advances.
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Soon you will be able to impress friends, colleagues, and complete strangers with a startling amount of detail about how chickens do the deed. Black Copper Marans rooster with Buff Orpington hen.




COURTING BEHAVIOR

Roosters don’t rely solely on their good looks to get a date, but they don’t get carried away with courtship or foreplay either. Forget about dinner and a movie, but the most romantic roosters will invest a bit of effort in a few fancy moves to impress the ladies. This flirting can include any of the following (but never flowers the next day):



• The Matador: This grand display of feather finery is also commonly referred to as the wing drag, wing drop, or wing flicking. The rooster fans his wings flamboyantly while dancing around the hen in the manner a matador fans his cape at a bull. The move is clearly intended to attract a hen’s attention and mesmerize her with his size and stunning plumage.

• The Two-Step: In conjunction with The Matador, a rooster may circle the hen, positioning himself behind her to assume the mating position, which closely resembles a piggyback ride.

• Tidbitting: Sometimes a rooster doesn’t bother trying to woo a potential mate, especially if he is lower in the pecking order and his boyish charm isn’t enough to impress. Not the most respectable move in a rooster’s playbook, tidbitting is essentially a deceptive act: he picks up and drops real or feigned food morsels with his beak while vocalizing an invitation to the hens to eat it. When she hustles over to investigate, he pulls the ol’ bait-and-switch, rapidly assuming the mating position.

Chicken mating behavior is not entirely one-sided, however. What roosters don’t know is that the ladies also have a degree of control over the survival of the species. If a hen views a rooster as unworthy or undesirably low in the pecking order, she will refuse to cooperate, bucking the rooster off or otherwise physically frustrating his efforts to close the deal. More impressively, she may discreetly reject his sperm, expelling it from her body after the mating.


BOY PARTS AND HOW IT ALL COMES TOGETHER

Because their reproductive equipment is stored inside their bodies, unlike most other species in the animal kingdom, roosters have a significant physical challenge in the romance department.



Most chicken keepers have a general familiarity with the location of the cloaca, the common corridor through which a chicken’s digestive, urinary, and reproductive tracts pass before emptying. In other words, waste, eggs, and semen all exit through the same place. Thankfully, the egg gets a special escort through the cloaca, enveloped by the shell gland, which protects it from contaminants. As for the rooster’s bits, they reside just inside the cloaca.
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Roosters don’t rely solely on their good looks to get a date, but they don’t get carried away with courtship or foreplay either, although the most romantic roosters will invest a bit of effort in a few fancy moves to impress the ladies. This flirting can include any of the behaviors seen here. Silver Spangled Hamburg rooster, Sherman (left), and Black Copper Marans rooster, Blaze (center and right).




MALE REPRODUCTIVE ANATOMY
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Because their reproductive equipment is stored inside their bodies, unlike most other species in the animal kingdom, roosters have a significant physical challenge in the romance department.

* Not part of the male reproductive system but included as anatomical landmarks



The rooster’s copulatory gadgetry is nothing at all like a penis. He relies on several small folds of lymph-filled tissue to guide semen out of his cloaca toward the hen’s. The male reproductive gear is much less like a fire hose and more like a tiny, inflatable waterslide, making the logistical challenges of mating formidable indeed. It’s remarkable it works at all given the absence of a conventional male appendage.

So how do chickens mate, then? You might mistake it for a piggyback ride, as many a human adult has conveniently described the sight of mating chickens to a small child. But blink and you’ll miss it. The entire encounter takes a matter of seconds.

After his courting display, the rooster scurries into position behind the hen, holding on to her head or neck feathers with his beak. He then steps onto her back, adjusting his balance as necessary in an awkward maneuver known as treading. A degree of cooperation by the hen is required for mating to succeed.

Aggressive or frequent treading can cause feather damage, bald spots, and skin injuries to the hen. A protective piece of cloth known as an apron or hen saddle can be strapped to a hen’s back with the aid of elastic cording around her wings until feathers regrow.

For the hen’s part, she spreads her wings slightly away from her body for balance, and lowers her tail slightly to the side in a position I call the submissive squat. This position is a sign of submission, and she will often squat even when approached by a person, causing many humans to suffer the false impression that she wishes to be picked up or petted.
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Aggressive or frequent treading can cause feather damage, bald spots, and skin injuries to the hen. A protective piece of cloth known as an apron or hen saddle can be strapped to a hen’s back with the aid of elastic cording around her wings until feathers regrow. A Black Ameraucana hen sports the ever-trendy camouflage hen saddle.



Next comes the main event, referred to as the “cloacal kiss,” wherein the rooster lowers his tail, causing his cloaca to touch hers fleetingly while the semen is transferred along the slide folds into the hen’s cloaca.

And that’s all there is to it. He hops off, she shakes out her feathers, and they both go about their business. The act is quick, direct, and lacks variety. There is no Kama Sutra for chickens—one position fits all. But what he lacks in originality, he makes up for with quantity. An especially active rooster with a plentiful supply of partners can mate upward of forty times a day.

A great deal of physical agility and flexibility are required to get everything where it needs to go for a successful insemination, and it can be awkward when a rooster is inexperienced, the hen is uncooperative, or things don’t balance or synchronize as they should. For as many times as I’ve witnessed the act, I still marvel that this species is at all capable of procreation.


Do I Need a Rooster?

A hen does not need a rooster to produce eggs and is no more or less happy or productive in the absence of a rooster. Roosters are beneficial to a flock in many regards—in addition to ensuring perpetuation of the flock, they are strikingly beautiful and serve as selfless flock guardians, protecting the flock from predators and keeping the peace among hens. Although roosters are not permitted in every municipality and are not appreciated by everyone, their melodious, intermittent crowing can be a welcome contrast to louder, more persistent noises like traffic, lawn mowers, and barking dogs, reminding those within earshot of simpler times.




AGGRESSIVE ROOSTERS

Most roosters are not aggressive toward people, but when one is, what is a backyard chicken keeper to do? Nobody wants to live in fear of being flogged, attacked, spurred, or chased by one of her pet chickens, and no one wants a child to be hurt or traumatized. It can be upsetting to have a cockerel who was raised from a day-old chick, handled often, and spoiled suddenly become aggressive. There may be a temptation to believe that aggressive roosters are mean, nasty, or evil, or that someone did something to cause the unwanted behavior, but none of that is true. Every rooster is an individual with a unique personality, which may or may not meet any of the expectations for his breed. Any rooster of any breed can become aggressive, just as any rooster of any breed can be a teddy bear. All the handling, cuddling, and treat offerings in the world will not overcome heredity, hormones, and individual disposition.



Roosters essentially have two jobs: to protect and serve the flock. Flock survival depends on his ability to protect the hens and preserve his genes by mating. Just as humans perform any given job in different ways, there are different ways roosters will protect their flocks.
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Roosters essentially have two jobs: to protect and serve the flock. Black Copper Marans rooster, Blaze, with a few of his lady friends.




THE ROOTS OF ROOSTER AGGRESSION

Historically, chickens were domesticated for sport. According to the authors of The Chicken: A Natural History, cockfighting originated in the Far East and dates as far back as 500 B.C.E. in ancient Greece and the Roman Empire. In fact, cockfighting did not begin to fall out of favor in most societies until the nineteenth century. Certain breeds have been selectively bred for cockfighting and aggression over time, so it is reasonable to expect those breeds to retain the genetics for such aggression. Cornish, Malay, Modern Game, and Shamos are classic examples of fighting breeds.



Consider, too, that chickens are prey animals, which predisposes them to being suspicious of novel things and to view the unfamiliar as a potential threat to their very existence. Survival is the goal and the head rooster is in charge of ensuring that of his flock. A rooster is constantly on alert for potential threats. When he perceives a threat, it is his job to protect and defend by any means necessary, including sacrificing his life fighting a predator.

Sometimes male chicks exhibit chest-bumping, tough-guy behaviors, but aggression most often becomes apparent when a cockerel reaches puberty—generally any time after 4 months old. Sexual maturity brings testosterone, which is a behavior game-changer for some.

It is never appropriate to be violent or aggressive toward a rooster, nor is it acceptable to attempt to intimidate, humiliate, or shame him. Never grab, push, swat, chase, hobble, leash, kick, or hold a rooster upside down in an attempt to establish dominance. While the rooster may learn to fear a particular human, he will be no less aggressive toward others.

Backyard chicken keepers who do not want or cannot keep an aggressive rooster in their flock should try to find him a new home, preferably on a large property where his protective nature will be an asset to the flock.

Just remember that you can neither prevent nor cause aggression in a rooster. It may be possible for some people to work with particular roosters within their social structure, but this is an extremely time-consuming process that every human coming into contact with that rooster would also need to complete. So, while the primary caretaker may be able to convince an aggressive rooster that he or she is not a threat to the flock after much conditioning, other people, particularly children, will still be at risk of being injured or frightened.
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Showgirls are a hybrid cross between a Silkie and a Naked Neck Turken. Don’t let the name fool you—this Showgirl is a cockerel.
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Eggs

NOT AS SIMPLE AS WE THOUGHT
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EVERY DAY IS EASTER IN THE HENHOUSE,
but even the Easter Bunny would do a double take at some of the funky finds from our feathered friends. The egg-making process is so complicated, it’s miraculous that most are perfect!
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All in one basket.




What to Expect When You’re Eggspecting

Most pullets lay their first eggs between 5 and 6 months old, but there is a wide range of “normal” that extends from 18 weeks to 12 months old. My Silkie, Freida, didn’t lay her first egg until 14 months of age!



The “point of lay” is influenced by many factors: breed, hormones, diet, health, lighting conditions, temperatures, and stress. Pullets offer a few physical clues as they approach the point of lay: their combs and wattles begin to darken and they may begin exploring nest boxes, rearranging nesting material and sitting in them. But the best clue that a pullet is about to lay is what I call “the submissive squat,” a deferential posture a sexually mature pullet or hen typically assumes when approached by a rooster. She crouches, spreads her wings to the side for balance, and lowers her tail.
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Eggs from backyard chickens should be fresher, more nutritious, and safer to eat than commercially produced eggs. But that will not be the case if eggs are contaminated before they ever reach the kitchen.



There are a few things you can do to prepare for your flock’s first eggs. As always, clean water and a complete feed are paramount. Begin feeding layer ration when the first pullet lays an egg or by 18 weeks of age, whichever comes first. Because layer feed contains a quick-release form of calcium, slow-release calcium in the form of oyster shells should be made available in a separate container near the feed. Each hen has unique requirements and will consume as much calcium as she needs, so don’t worry if the oyster shells don’t seem to be disappearing. Resist offering pullets layer ration prematurely, though, as the calcium content can cause kidney damage and gout in immature birds. And don’t underestimate the importance of clean drinking water; an egg consists of approximately 75 percent water and hens are unable to produce eggs without it.

Make nest boxes welcoming, one for every four layers. I believe this communal nesting preference is an evolutionary instinct—a shared nest is easier to protect than individual nests scattered hither and yon. Consider nest box curtains to satisfy the hens’ desire for concealment, particularly if the nest box area is brightly lit. Place a dummy egg or a golf ball in each nest box to tap the power of suggestion.

Because hens squat when laying, nest box bottoms should be cushioned to prevent shell breakage. Nesting material can range from pine shavings to plastic pads and chopped hay/straw/zeolite litter blends. Hens do seem to enjoy rearranging nesting material, but its more important function is protecting eggs, not amusing the hens. I don’t recommend regular straw due to its propensity to harbor mites and mold and cause crop impaction. Nesting material should be easy to remove because eggs do break occasionally. I enjoy the scent of dried herbs and flowers in my nest boxes, but the aromatherapy benefits are mostly for me, as chickens have a relatively poor sense of smell.

Finally, do not disturb! Limit activity in and around the coop in the morning for a stress-free environment. Don’t check on them every 10 minutes, trying to catch an Instagram-worthy action shot of an egg shooting from her hindquarters. Egg laying is a solitary endeavor deserving tranquility. Reserve coop chores until later in the day, keep small children from engaging the hens, and let them put the finishing touches on their masterpieces undisturbed.
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The best clue that a pullet is about to lay is what I call “the submissive squat,” a deferential posture a sexually mature pullet or hen typically assumes when approached by a rooster. She crouches, spreads her wings to the side for balance, and lowers her tail. White Crested Black Polish hen, Doc Brown.




Tips for Clean Eggs

Eggs from chickens that forage in a backyard should be fresher and more nutritious than commercially produced eggs, but that will not be the case if eggs are contaminated before they ever reach the kitchen. Accidents happen and occasionally an egg becomes soiled with droppings or dirt tracked into the nest by a wet hen, but most eggs from backyard chickens should be clean when collected. In addition to providing one nest box for every four hens (hens unable to find nest box space may lay their eggs elsewhere), there are other simple steps you can take to maximize egg cleanliness.




HEN ANATOMY
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Prevent birds from sleeping in nest boxes. Train chicks to roost and retrain if necessary. Position roosts higher than nest boxes to meet chickens’ instincts to sleep high off the ground. If roosts are lower than nest boxes, they’ll sleep and poop in the boxes.

Remove broody hens to dedicated maternity wards. Chicks raised in nest boxes will be trained to sleep in them, leaving behind dirty nests.

Collect eggs frequently. The less time eggs spend in the nest boxes, the less likely they are to be broken, eaten, or soiled. Rollout nests are a good option.

Cushion nest boxes. Eggs won’t break if they have a soft landing. I use plastic nest box pads and bottoms that are easily washed and sanitized. Avoid using materials chickens will scratch out, leaving eggs unprotected.

Ensure clean feet. Dirty, wet feet can be dried and cleaned en route to nest boxes with dry litter such as sand and pine shavings.

Aim for clean vents. Dirty vent feathers put eggs at risk for contamination. Hens with loose droppings or chronically dirty vents should have butt baths as often as necessary until the cause can be determined and rectified (see chapter 8).

Occasionally, birds will soil the nest despite your best efforts. Check nest box cleanliness each morning before eggs are laid and whenever possible during the day.


How a Hen Makes Eggs

When a hen is sexually mature, lighting conditions stimulate hormones that cause her ovary to release a yolk into the oviduct, where it acquires the albumen (whites), membranes, and shell (including shell color). The process takes 23 to 25 hours. Within about 30 minutes of an egg being laid, the process starts again.



A fertilized egg contains everything necessary to produce a chicken in just 21 days. When raising hens for eggs, it is easy to forget that the purpose of an egg is to make another chicken. However, hens in flocks without roosters are only able to contribute to the breakfast menu because an egg must be fertilized by a rooster to develop into a chick. Let’s take a look at the complex and fascinating process of egg formation.


THE OVARY AND YOLKS

A hen’s reproductive tract consists of a left ovary and oviduct set; although female chicks hatch with a right and a left set, the right side doesn’t develop, while the left grows like gangbusters beginning at 16 weeks. A female chick hatches with nearly a half million ova, which is far more than she could ever turn into eggs.



As she matures, yolks begin to develop progressively, each awaiting its turn to ripen and be released into the funnel-shaped top portion of the oviduct known as the infundibulum.


INFUNDIBULUM

The infundibulum is to the ova what a catcher is to a baseball. When the ova is released from the ovary, the catcher is waiting behind home plate to receive the pitch. In the case of a wild pitch, the ova is ordinarily absorbed by the hen’s body, but sometimes injury or disease in the oviduct causes yolks to land in the abdominal cavity and even become infected, conditions known as internal laying and egg yolk peritonitis, respectively.



Also waiting for the yolk in the infundibulum are any sperm contributed by a rooster during mating. If fertilization is to occur, it happens here. This flurry of activity occurs in a mere 15- to 30-minute window.

Finally, the chalazae are added, which are little ropelike tethers attached to opposite sides of the yolk to center it inside the shell. The chalazae are considered the first albumen layer. True story.


HEN’S REPRODUCTIVE TRACT
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When a hen is sexually mature, lighting conditions stimulate hormones that cause her ovary to release a yolk into the oviduct where it acquires the albumen (whites), membranes, and shell (including shell color). The process takes approximately 23 to 25 hours. Within about 30 minutes of an egg being laid, the process starts again.
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A female chick hatches with nearly a half million ova, which is far more than she could ever turn into eggs. As she matures, yolks begin to develop progressively, each awaiting their turn to ripen and be released into the funnel-shaped, top portion of the oviduct known as the infundibulum.




MAGNUM

The yolk next enters the magnum portion of the oviduct where it gets a special wrapper known as the vitelline membrane and spends approximately 3 hours collecting albumen, more commonly known as the egg white. Albumen’s job is to protect the yolk and/or embryo from contamination and to nourish a developing embryo. The vitelline membrane weakens over time, which is why yolks from old eggs break easily.



While we typically think of albumen or egg whites as a single layer of liquid inside the egg, there are actually four distinct albumen layers surrounding the yolk in the following order: the chalaziferous layer, a thin inner layer, a thick layer, and a thin outer layer, each added at different locations in the oviduct. Albumen thins as eggs and hens age, and can become watery due to a respiratory infection.
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In the magnum portion of the oviduct, the yolk gets a special wrapper known as the vitelline membrane.




ISTHMUS

The next 75 to 90 minutes are spent in the isthmus, where a little more albumen is generated along with two shell membranes and the shell’s base layer of calcium crystals.




Shell Color

Eggshell color is determined by the hen’s breed and genetics. Eggs may be white, brown, blue, or any combination thereof, though all eggshells are white during construction. Colored shells have pigment added at the end of the egg-formation process, either between the shell gland and the vagina or entirely in the vagina.

Brown eggshells contain the pigment protoporphyrin IX, a by-product of hemoglobin found only on the surface of the shell. Brown pigment is applied during cuticle formation. It can be rubbed off easily and does not tint the shell throughout.

Blue eggshells are produced by the pigment oocyanin, a by-product of bile formation that is added early in shell formation. It penetrates the entire shell and cannot be rubbed off.

Green eggshells are a combination of blue and brown pigments. The blue is added first and the brown pigment is laid on the surface only. A green eggshell is blue inside.

Uneven shell coloring results from the uneven distribution of pigment as the egg passes through the oviduct. Sometimes an egg stalls for a time in the uterus, allowing more time for pigment to be applied.
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Uneven shell coloring results from the uneven distribution of pigment as the egg passes through the oviduct. Sometimes an egg stalls for a time in the uterus, allowing more time for pigment to be applied.
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Blue eggshells are blue inside while brown eggshells are white, due to the point at which pigment is added in the oviduct.





UTERUS/SHELL GLAND

The next 18 to 20 hours of egg development occur in a muscular portion of the oviduct known as the uterus. Water and mineral salts are added to the albumen in a process known as “plumping” and the eggshell is meticulously constructed. The shell contains 7,000 to 8,000 pores that allow a developing embryo to exchange oxygen and carbon dioxide with the outside environment during incubation and embryonic development.




VAGINA

The hen’s vagina stores sperm before it travels up to the infundibulum to fertilize the yolk. Shell color is sometimes added here in the final hour or so of egg making. Finally, a thin, liquid coating called the bloom or cuticle is added to the eggshell surface. The cuticle is composed of organic material and water and seals the pores. During laying, the cuticle acts as a lubricant, but the surface dries and the residue, which is mainly protein, closes off most of the pores as a barrier to the invasion of bacteria and fungi. If you happen to witness a hen laying an egg, you’ll see and can feel the bloom and watch it dry within seconds after being laid. As the egg ages, more and more pores open.




CLOACA

With the bloom in place, the egg enters the cloaca narrow end first and rotates 180 degrees just prior to being laid, wide end first.




Egg Oddities

Rookie pullets need a week or two to warm up their reproductive tracts and perfect the egg-making process. Expect first eggs to be smallish and possibly wonky-looking, but don’t worry much about the occasional funky egg from a hen of any age.



Many odd eggs can be explained by the hen’s diet, environment, or health. The following general guidelines will help you understand some of the more common egg irregularities and interesting egg factoids, but are not intended as an exhaustive review. If your hen consistently produces irregular eggs, consult a veterinarian or extension service specialist. Finally, all of these weird eggs are perfectly fine to eat.

Double yolks. These commonly occur in new layers when yolk release is mistimed and two yolks travel down the oviduct together. Some hens are genetically predisposed to laying double-yolk eggs. A double-yolk egg can hatch, but it’s rare.

No yolk. Tiny eggs containing no yolk are referred to as fairy eggs (Fig. 1), wind eggs, dwarf eggs, and fart eggs (I don’t make this stuff up). These are also common in new layers when the reproductive system is not yet synchronized, but can also occur in older hens when a piece of tissue from the oviduct breaks free, tricking the hen’s reproductive system into treating the tissue like a yolk and creating an egg.

No shell (rubber eggs). Eggs without shells (Fig. 5) feel rubbery because the membranes are on the outside. They’re commonly produced by new layers, but can result at any time from stress or often from calcium, phosphorous, or vitamin D deficiency.

Thin shells. High environmental temperatures are the most common cause of thin-shelled eggs. The hen’s increased rate of respiration interferes with calcium carbonate production and shell formation (see chapter 9). Older hens generally produce thinner shells as their oviduct wears out.

Odd shell shape or texture. I affectionately refer to these as “mutant eggs” (Fig. 2). In new layers, an immature shell gland can cause odd shell shape and is most often of no concern. In senior layers, oddly shaped eggs can result from stress or, if they are a regular occurrence, a defective shell gland often caused by infectious bronchitis.

Shells with wrinkles or “checks” are known as “body check” eggs and have been damaged while in the shell gland from stress or pressure put upon them. The cracks are repaired in the shell gland, resulting in checks or wrinkles.

Pimpled or sandpaper shells. (Fig. 3) Eggshells can have different textures caused by a number of factors, from excess calcium or vitamin D intake (pimples that can be scraped off) to double-ovulation, disease, a defective shell gland, or rapid changes in lighting (sandpaper shells).
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Flat- or slab-sided eggs. When an egg is delayed in the shell gland, a second egg coming down the oviduct will bonk into it and rest alongside the first egg, causing a flat, wrinkled side (Fig. 4). This can be caused by stress or disease.

Large eggs. Eggs of unusually large size ordinarily contain double yolks, causing the hen’s reproductive system to work overtime to generate these monstrosities. Older hens tend to lay larger eggs because the oviduct loses elasticity over time.

Egg within an egg. This anomaly occurs when an egg almost ready to be laid reverses engines and backs up into the reproductive tract, where it meets the next egg in progress. The first egg receives more albumen, membranes, and shell before being laid. The cause is not known. Although the literature characterizes this phenomenon as rare (I have never gotten one from my hens), photos shared with me by other backyard chicken keepers leads me to conclude that these oddities are significantly more common than previously believed.

Blood spots. These can appear as small red dots on the surface of the yolk or as big, nasty clots that tinge the entire albumen (Fig. 6). Most are no big deal. Yolks develop inside the hen and are attached to her ovary by a follicle that’s like a balloon wrapped around a yolk. All but the neck of the balloon has a rich blood supply. The follicle is supposed to open at the neck and set the mature yolk free, but if the follicle opens at any other point, a speck of blood can attach to the yolk. No biggie. Blood spots can also occur due to vitamin deficiencies, age, or heredity.
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Rookie pullets need a week or two to warm up their reproductive tracts and perfect the egg-making process. Expect first eggs to be smallish and possibly wonky-looking, like this shell-free egg (Fig. 5).



Meat spot. While blood spots occur on the surface of an egg yolk, meat spots (Fig. 7) are found in the albumen and result from a small piece of the oviduct sloughing off as albumen is being added in the egg-making process. Although visually unappealing, meat spots are safe to eat.

Unusually colored yolks or albumen. Although we expect to see yellow yolks and translucent albumen, colors are influenced by a hen’s diet. Cottonseed meal and excessive acorns, for example, can cause green egg yolks and/or pink whites. Green egg whites can be caused by too much riboflavin. These eggs are perfectly edible, although visually off-putting.


Salpingitis and Lash Eggs: “The Pus Coagulegg”

Lash eggs are a very misunderstood phenomenon. I took the liberty of renaming them “pus coaguleggs,” which more accurately describes the nasty bits, clumps, and icky masses found inside. Unfortunately, the pus coagulegg comes with a poor prognosis for the hen that produced it. For a better understanding of this confusing occurrence, I consulted with poultry veterinarian Dr. Annika McKillop. Veterinarians simply refer to the nasty junk as “caseous exudate” (caseous being Latin for “cheeselike”).

Lash eggs aren’t really eggs. They are the result of the oviduct infection salpingitis, the most common cause of death in laying hens. The immune system reacts to inflammation by trying to wall off the infection with a waxy, yellowish, cheeselike pus that may or may not contain yolk, albumen, eggshell, egg membrane, blood, or bits of tissue from the oviduct wall, but it is primarily a yellowish, cheesy, pus ball. This is an ominous sign of a very serious infection that most hens do not recover from.

Pus coaguleggs are bad news for the hen. By the time one is discovered, the problem has been raging inside the hen for months and the prognosis for recovery is poor. Most hens will not survive longer than 6 months with salpingitis. According to Dr. McKillop, if the hen does survive, she is unlikely ever to return to normal laying.

Risk factors for salpingitis include respiratory infections that migrate from the left abdominal air sac into the oviduct, obesity, and vent picking that introduces E. coli bacteria into the oviduct from the cloaca. Hens older than 2 years are also at higher risk. Symptoms of salpingitis include decreased egg production, habitual laying of soft-shelled eggs, excessive thirst, lethargy, abdominal swelling, weight loss, labored breathing, penguin-like stance, sporadic deaths in the flock, and, of course, lash eggs.

Even with the best chicken-keeping practices, a hen can contract salpingitis. As always, implement simple steps for healthy hens: feed a complete commercial layer ration, limit treats, provide clean water in clean containers, offer plenty of clean, dry living space, and practice good biosecurity (see chapter 7). Vaccinate birds against respiratory diseases such as infectious bronchitis and infectious laryngotracheitis and control bacterial infections in baby chicks. Buy chicks from a supplier that is NPIP-certified against Salmonella and mycoplasma, both of which are capable of being passed onto the chick inside the shell, and always obtain necropsies when birds die of unknown causes.

Options for treatment are limited. If it is detected very early while the pus is relatively soft, antibiotics may help. Unfortunately, symptoms generally appear after the disease has been present for a while, by which point antibiotics are not effective. Surgical removal of the ovary, oviduct, and the cheesy junk may be possible, but the risk of infection and recurrence are high. In countries outside the United States, veterinarians can surgically implant hormones to suppress ovulation. Poultry professionals may recommend depopulation (euthanizing the flock) and sanitizing the hens’ living area as one option, but this is not realistic for flocks kept as pets.
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Olive-colored egg compared to a pus coagulegg.




[image: Image]

Lash egg cross-section.
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Small pus coagulegg pieces.





Fertilized vs. Unfertilized

The idea that an egg from a backyard chicken may be fertilized freaks out a lot of people, but there’s really no need for apprehension about what may be inside the egg if you understand the differences between a fertilized and unfertilized egg and an incubated and unincubated egg.



In order for an egg to contain both the male and the female genetic material necessary to create an embryo with the potential to develop into a chick, a hen must mate with a rooster. An unfertilized egg contains only the hen’s genetic material, which means a chick can never hatch from that egg. The hen’s genetic material, called the blastodisc, is a light-colored spot with irregular borders sitting on the surface of every yolk.

When an egg is fertilized by a rooster’s sperm, the blastodisc becomes known as the blastoderm, which appears as a bull’s-eye shape on the surface of the yolk. However, the blastoderm will remain in a state of suspended animation forever unless warmed to at least 85°F (85°C) (incubated) for several days before any change becomes noticeable to the untrained eye. If incubated under consistent temperatures and humidity levels for 21 days, the blastoderm may develop into an embryo and hatch into a chick. Fertilized eggs do not taste different from, and are no more nutritious than, unfertilized eggs. A fertilized egg that is never incubated will never contain an embryo and will never look like anything other than common breakfast food. Therefore, you can have a rooster and eat your eggs too!
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Unfertilized egg (left) vs. fertilized egg (right).
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Fertilized unincubated egg with blood spot (left) vs. fertilized egg with developing embryo at 4 days of incubation (right).




Interesting Egg Facts

• A hen’s first egg is perfectly fine to eat.

• A hen does not need a rooster to produce eggs or to produce eggs frequently.

• Egg shape is inherited.

• Most hens will lay eggs for 5 years. Production will decline after 2 years, and after year 5 it may stop completely. A well-cared-for hen can lay eggs for 10 years or more, although at a declining rate.

• Carotenoids found in plants like carrots, tomatoes, kale, and calendula petals cause darker yolks proportionate to the amount consumed.

• Hard-cooked, fresh eggs are harder to peel than older eggs. As an egg ages, the membranes inside shrink away from the shell, making it easier to peel.

• Salmonella enteritidis can live inside the ovaries of healthy-looking hens and contaminate eggs before they are laid—always fully cook all eggs!


Candling, shining a light through an eggshell to see what’s inside, will not reveal whether the egg was fertilized. Only eggs that are incubated and begin developing into an embryo can be identified as fertilized, and then only after a minimum of 3 days by candling. It is possible for a fertilized and incubated egg to fail to develop during incubation, in which case under candling it will appear not to have been fertilized. The only way to determine whether an unincubated egg was fertilized is to crack it open and identify a blastoderm.

A blood spot in an egg does not mean the egg is fertilized or that an embryo has begun to develop. This old wives’ tale may have come about because after 3 or 4 days of incubation, a tiny vein network surrounds the embryo of a fertilized egg. Veining looks nothing like a blood spot, however.


Egg Handling

I’m often asked my opinion about egg washing and how long fresh eggs will remain “good.” I could present you with the history of egg sanitation practices in the United States and Europe. I could detail the many conflicting opinions among poultry professionals about how or whether eggs should be washed. I could even break down the advantages and disadvantages of each position for you in a happy little chart, but I’m not going to and I’ll tell you why. Salmonella from eggs is transmitted to people primarily as the result of an egg yolk that was infected with Salmonella enteritidis inside the hen’s ovary, not on the eggshell. Regardless of egg handling or freshness, there is always a risk of Salmonella contaminating chicken eggs, and the only way to avoid food poisoning is to cook eggs thoroughly (to 160°F or 71°C). Beyond that, the issue becomes how much risk you’re willing to take with your health.



As for egg handling, here are my two cents.

• Maintain nest box sanitation rather than allow eggs to be laid in filthy nests.

• Store clean eggs in the refrigerator rather than on the counter where they will degrade an estimated seven times faster (in safety and quality).

• Use fresh eggs, promptly rather than let them get old and degrade in quality and safety.

• Do not wash clean eggs because the protective bloom the hen courteously applied to them will protect them from external contamination.

• Do not consume eggs that have been soiled with poop (rather than risk cleaning them in a way that may drive bacteria through the shell’s 7,000 to 8,000 pores).

• That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.


The Float Test

Backyard chicken keepers take great pride in their hens’ eggs, and for good reason—they taste better, perform better in baking, and are more nutritious than commercial eggs. There are times, however, when the freshness of an egg from home-raised hens may be in question, such as when eggs are found outside the coop. One method used to gauge an egg’s approximate age is the float test, whereby the egg is placed in a glass of water and its position observed. The essence of the float test is that newly laid eggs will lie flat on the bottom of a glass of water and very old eggs will float to the top. The float test does not reveal whether an egg is safe to eat! A freshly collected egg from a dirty nest box can harbor Salmonella yet sink to the bottom of a glass; conversely, an egg that floats is old, but may be safe to eat.



Between the eggshell and the egg white are two membranes that provide additional layers of defense against microbes. Just before an egg is laid, the outer and inner membranes adhere closely to the shell and each other. When the egg is laid, the membranes begin to pull away from the shell, creating an air cell that gets bigger as the egg ages. The more air, the better the egg floats. (Incidentally, this air cell serves as a small oxygen reservoir for a chick just prior to hatching.)

With found eggs, I feel it’s better not to eat them than to play Salmonella roulette with human health. I have had Salmonella poisoning from commercially produced meat and strongly recommend against visiting Salmonellatown. Besides, I know that whenever I throw out an egg of unknown safety, my hens are already hard at work making more.
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The essence of the float test is that newly laid eggs will lay flat on the bottom of a glass of water and very old eggs will float to the top. The float test does not reveal whether an egg is safe to eat! A freshly collected egg from a dirty nest box can harbor Salmonella yet sink to the bottom of a glass; conversely, an egg that floats is old, but may still be safe to eat.
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When a hen is sexually mature, lighting conditions stimulate hormones that cause her ovary to release a yolk into the oviduct where it acquires the albumen (whites), membranes, and shell (including shell color). The process takes approximately 23–25 hours. Within about 30 minutes of an egg being laid, the process starts again.




Drop in Egg Production?

Fluctuations in egg production can be caused by myriad physical, behavioral, environmental, and emotional triggers. Some point to a problem; others are normal and expected. To determine the reason for a decline in egg production, a complete flock history and physical assessment of all birds should be performed, asking questions such as: Have any new chickens been added to the flock? Were new birds properly quarantined? Have there been any changes in feed, housing arrangements, weather, lighting, or droppings? Have there been any signs of predators or sickness? After taking all factors into consideration, the cause should become apparent.



A drop in egg production can be a first sign of a problem in the flock. Just as we pay attention to our chickens’ droppings to monitor their health, we should observe daily egg count for signs of trouble. Here are some of the most common causes of a drop in egg production in backyard flocks, with possible solutions:

Decreased lighting conditions. Light triggers a hen’s pineal gland to produce eggs. Regular egg laying requires 14 to 16 hours of light; decreased daylight hours in autumn and winter can cause a drop (or stop) in egg production. Supplemental light can be added to the coop to encourage egg laying with no detrimental effects to the hen, despite myths to the contrary.

Molting. The annual replacement of feathers coincides with the regression of a hen’s reproductive tract and the diversion of resources away from egg production to feather growth.

Change and stress. Stress puts the brakes on egg production. Stressors can include changes in feed or coop layout, moving to a different farm or coop, adding or losing flock members, harassment from a predator, irritation from internal or external parasites and pests, violent weather, barking dogs, and temperature extremes.

Broodiness. Broody hens stop laying eggs to incubate and hatch chicks. A broody hen’s presence in the coop can inspire a chain reaction of broodiness. Broodies should be broken properly or permitted to hatch eggs away from the nest boxes.

Disease, illness, and parasites. Hens do not perform optimally when they are sick or are infested with parasites. Look at a drop in egg production in conjunction with other flock symptoms or conditions.

Age. After 2 years, a hen’s best egg-laying years are behind her and production continues to decline as time marches on. Nothing can reverse this process.


Peeling Fresh Eggs

Ever wonder why store-bought, hard-boiled eggs are so easy to peel? It’s because they’re old. The older an egg is, the lower the carbon dioxide level and the larger the air cell inside it. The air cell forms between the eggshell and the shell membranes, making older eggs easier to peel than fresh eggs. Backyard eggs are easily peeled if they age in your refrigerator for a few weeks before hard cooking, but then they wouldn’t be fresh anymore, would they?

Here’s how to peel fresh eggs easily. In a pot with a steamer basket, bring several inches of water to a boil, then carefully add room-temperature eggs to the basket. Decrease the heat to a simmer, cover, and steam for 15 minutes. Immediately remove the eggs from the steamer and place into a large bowl of ice water. When cool enough to handle, crack and peel. Easy!


Nutritional deficiency. Hens cannot produce eggs optimally without the right diet. The wrong feed, too many snacks (even healthy food extras), unnecessary supplements, or being prevented from getting to the feeder by flockmates can interfere with proper nutrition and egg production.

Water deprivation. Water is imperative to the formation of eggs. Egg production will suffer if a hen’s access to water is limited physically by being frozen, too far away, or unpalatable (medicated or too warm) (see chapters 7 and 9).

Reproductive dysfunction. Disease or malfunctions of the oviduct such as egg binding and internal laying can cause a decline in egg production. Seek veterinary help for a hen that has a swollen, squishy, water-balloon-like abdomen or if signs of egg-looking junk are found (see “Salpingitis and Lash Eggs: ‘The Pus Coagulegg’”).

Sometimes a drop in eggs isn’t a drop in production at all … more like missing eggs:
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A drop in egg production can be the first sign of a problem in the flock.



Egg hiding. Free-range or pasture-raised hens may get into the unwelcome habit of laying eggs outside the coop in secluded locations. Hens have been known to disappear for weeks and return to the flock with baby chicks in tow! Coop training ordinarily eliminates the problem of egg hiding (see chapter 10).

Egg eating. Everyone loves fresh eggs, and chickens are no exception. Hens often start eating eggs when they discover a broken egg in a nest box. Once a chicken gets a taste, it becomes difficult to deter intentional egg breaking and eating (see chapter 10).

Predator theft. Sometimes fewer eggs can be attributed to theft by predators like rats, snakes, or opossums (see chapter 3).
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Landscape Gardening with Chickens

SECRETS TO A BEAUTIFUL CHICKEN YARD
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CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, IT IS POSSIBLE
to enjoy a beautifully landscaped chicken yard complete with flowers and plants! I know this because I have been landscaping my chicken yard for years.
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If I can landscape my chicken yard absent any knowledge of proper gardening practices, anyone can! Shelly is a Silver Spangled Hamburg hen.



My credentials? I am a fifth-generation brown thumb gardener and homicidal horticulturist with a keen eye for the obvious and an unhealthy obsession with outwitting my chickens. If I can landscape my chicken yard absent any knowledge of proper gardening practices, anyone can!

Before we began keeping chickens, our backyard was a hilly, wet, clay-laden, mosquito-infested area that we never used. When the chickens arrived and beat back the mosquito population, the chicken yard became a space we could enjoy. I’ve added landscape elements because I enjoy the process and the final product, but if my chickens eat flowers or trample plants, I don’t get too worked up about it—I always remember that there would not have been anything beautiful in that area if it wasn’t for them.

The following methods and strategies have worked with my flock, but all are subject to being discredited by any chicken at any time!


Toxic Stuff and Common Sense

The question I am most frequently asked about gardening in the chicken yard is: which plants are toxic to chickens? The short answer is: I don’t worry about it. Seriously. I do not landscape my yard based on concerns about toxicity. I have kept any number of plants in my chicken yard that routinely appear on laundry lists of plants-possibly-toxic-to-chickens, namely: boxwood, green onions, Nicotiana (ornamental tobacco), parsley, and sweet potato vines.



Why? For whatever reasons, chickens generally avoid eating plants that are poisonous to them or simply don’t consume them in quantities sufficient to cause harm. Flocks that are primarily confined and don’t forage regularly may not be as savvy or selective as free-rangers, so don’t place plantings in their chicken run that you wouldn’t eat yourself—if in doubt, keep it out. Without question, chicken keepers do far more unintended harm to their flocks by feeding them incorrectly and offering excessive treats and kitchen scraps than by accidental poisoning, so I suggest saving the worry about toxic plants for the clear and present danger to chicken health: improper diet.


Hide the Perlite and Vermiculite

I have never met a chicken that did not love to eat perlite and vermiculite from potting soil. It won’t hurt them, but the little white or shiny specks will inspire digging. Either opt for potting soil without perlite or vermiculite, or hide it beneath mulch or stones.



[image: Image]

For whatever reasons, chickens generally avoid eating plants that are poisonous to them or simply don’t consume them in quantities sufficient to cause harm. Flocks that are primarily confined and don’t forage regularly may not be as savvy or selective as free-rangers, so don’t place plantings in their chicken run that you wouldn’t eat yourself.




Plant Selection

Local garden centers and nurseries sell plants that perform well in their growing zone, so shop locally. Some of the least expensive plants are often the most durable, colorful, and visually impactful. I have had excellent luck every year with varieties of mint, oregano, rosemary, sage, thyme, vinca vine, sweet potato vine, ornamental grass, and spikes. Shop for perennials at the end of summer when prices are greatly reduced and the plants nearly dead. Plant them immediately, knowing that they’ll be back next spring.



Don’t buy ten flats of any variety you love hoping the chickens will leave them alone. Buy a few, see how it goes, and if the plants are still alive in a few weeks, add more. Trying to predict which plants or flowers your chickens might eat is largely an exercise in futility. The only way to know with certainty what they will eat is to experiment with different varieties. Things some birds eat, sit on, dig up, or trample, other birds might completely ignore. Things a flock ignore one summer could prove this year’s favorite salad bar topping. Hostas are a good example—some years my chickens eat certain varieties like potato chips, and other years they go untouched. There’s no rhyme or reason to when or which varieties chickens will eat, but if they’re perennials, don’t worry about it—they’ll grow back next year.
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UNAVOIDABLE ROOSTING Adding plants such as spikes or nonliving elements like branches or barbed wire discourages chickens from standing in or on the surrounding plants. However, the most determined bird will find a way to roost in or on containers. Accept defeat and go make deviled eggs.


My favorite plant for durability, hardiness, rate of growth, shape, movement, and being totally chicken-proof is an ornamental grass known as Miscanthus. There is nothing my chickens (or I) have ever been able to do to kill it. It requires no attention and is cold hardy, heat tolerant, and happy in any soil type but does insist on a moderate amount of sunlight. Miscanthus also provides color, texture, shade, and interest to the chicken yard all year long. Chickens can dig to China among the root balls yet Miscanthus thrives. That is my kind of plant! I simply chop them down to the ground every spring and they return in their full glory by early summer. When the bases get too wide and the middle begins dying, I divide them with an axe and use them to beautify other parts of the yard.


Use Containers and Garden Up

Wherever possible, use container plantings in the chicken yard. Things planted in the ground are enormously tempting to dig into and walk on, but it’s slightly less convenient for chickens to uproot or trek through a potted plant—not impossible, just less convenient. I get a kick out of using creative containers in the chicken yard. The higher up I plant things, the less likely they are to be destroyed by my feathered wrecking crew.
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Autumn in the chicken yard.




Preservation

Invariably, the flock will want to “help” during planting. Freshly disturbed earth is very enticing to chickens and nothing is quite as upsetting as finding that the flock has uprooted new plantings. It’s not that your chickens hope to kill your new plants immediately as much as they appreciate someone priming the ground for a worm fest.



To deter unwanted excavation, surround new plantings with pavers, bricks, or rocks. This will give them a fighting chance to take root. It works like a charm, but be forewarned: if the rocks are removed, the moist, wormy soil underneath will only attract unwanted attention. Another strategy is to upturn some soil in a location away from the work area to distract them. Sometimes they fall for it; other times, not so much.

There are some areas in my chicken yard that I do not want redesigned for me by my birds. We have mulch as far as the eye can see behind our coops, but invariably, my chickens would rather forage and dust bathe in the mulch adjacent to the lawn. To limit this behavior and the amount of mulch requiring raking and relocation, I bury hardware cloth just beneath the mulch in a few select areas. When they realize they can’t get past the welded wire, they resign and move along. If you use this strategy, bend under any sharp edges of the hardware cloth to protect the birds’ feet from lacerations.


The Lawn

I am often asked how my lawn remains lush in the face of fifty or so marauding chickens. I really don’t know for sure, but plenty of shade helps. Broadcasting feed, scratch, or other treats onto the lawn is begging for overzealous dethatching, so don’t throw edibles on the lawn.



It is possible to repair damaged areas of the lawn without banishing the flock to Siberia for the duration. Reseed only if absolutely necessary. Place a piece of hardware cloth on top of the naked spot and let it grow tall before removing the wire.


Hardscaping

Nonliving items are a good way to add color and interest to the chicken yard. A brick or fieldstone walkway near the coop is always attractive, as are rock walls and beds filled with pea stones or river rocks. Mr. Chicken Chick and I sourced most of the rocks for our rock walls from the woods behind the coops.



I am especially fond of decorating the yard with repurposed, natural, found, and otherwise-free objects like logs, branches, hay bales, grapevines, watering cans, galvanized steel, wagons, barbed wire, buckets, old wagon wheels, wooden ladders … the possibilities are endless!
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I am especially fond of decorating the yard with repurposed, natural, found, and otherwise-free objects.
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Wherever possible, use container plantings in the chicken yard. Partridge Cochin, Bertha.






Glossary

AMERAUCANA: A blue egg–laying breed of chicken recognized by the American Poultry Association (APA) and developed in the US in the 1970s from Araucana chickens. Traits include: a pea comb, white skin, full tails, muffs and beards (always together), and slate or black legs. They have no ear tufts. The APA-recognized color varieties are Black, Blue, Blue Wheaten, Brown Red, Silver, Wheaten, and White.

“AMERICANA”: A misleading marketing tactic for selling hybrid Easter Egger (EE) chickens with a spelling deceptively similar to the Ameraucana breed name (see Easter Egger).

APA: Abbreviation for the American Poultry Association. The oldest livestock organization in North America, its mission is to promote and protect the standard-bred poultry industry, in part by publishing the American Standard of Perfection featuring breed and variety descriptions of all association-recognized/approved purebred fowl.

ARAUCANA: A rare, blue egg–laying breed of chicken originating in Chile. Traits include yellow skin, no tails (a.k.a. rumpless), no beards, and no muffs. Araucanas can possess ear tufts, which are feathers that grow from a slender fleshy flap just below the ear. The APA-recognized color varieties include Black, Black Breasted Red, Golden Duckwing, Silver Duckwing, and White.

BEDDING: Misnomer for the material placed on the floor of a chicken coop, typically pine shavings or sand, for the purpose of absorbing moisture from droppings and facilitating waste management. Since chickens do not sleep on the floor of the coop, this floor covering is more correctly referred to as “litter” (see below).

BROODY: A hen inspired by hormones to sit in a nest to hatch eggs.

BROODY BREAKER: A wire-bottomed cage placed in a well-lit location away from the chicken coop, intended to interrupt a hen’s hormone-induced maternal state.

COCCIDIOSIS: A common, highly contagious, and often deadly intestinal disease in chickens caused by several species of parasites. The parasites rapidly multiply, damaging the intestinal lining and preventing the chicken from absorbing nutrients from its food. Coccidioisis can be prevented by keeping housing clean and dry. Outbreaks are easily treated with medication.

CROP: A small pocket at the bottom of a chicken’s esophagus where food is moistened and stored before being further digested. Think of the esophagus as a long slide that extends from the mouth all the way down the neck and ending at the crop. The crop is located slightly to the side of the chicken’s right breast muscle.

DE: Abbreviation for food-grade diatomaceous earth (see below).

DIATOMACEOUS EARTH: An absorbent, fossilized mineral dust with microscopic, razor-sharp edges (see here). Regular exposure to diatomaceous earth is a health hazard to chickens and humans.

DROPPINGS: Chicken poop, which consists primarily of solid digestive waste, water, and liquid waste.

DROPPINGS BOARD: A shelf placed beneath roosts in a chicken coop to collect chicken droppings produced overnight.

DUST BATH: The chicken equivalent of a shower. Chickens care for their feathers and skin by digging shallow ditches in soil, mulch, sand, or even pine shavings, then tossing the dirt onto themselves. The dirt coats their feathers, settling next to their skin, absorbing excess moisture and oil. It also serves to repel parasites that would otherwise set up housekeeping among the feathers, causing skin and feather damage, irritation, and weight loss, and interfering with egg production and fertility. In hot weather, chickens dig down into the ground to rest in cooler soil.

EAR TUFTS: Feathers growing from a flap of skin just below the ear of some Araucana chickens. Chicks inheriting the tufted gene from both parents will die prior to hatch.

EASTER EGGERS (EEs): EEs are not an APA-recognized breed, but a hybrid chicken produced by breeding a chicken carrying the blue egg–laying gene to a chicken carrying the brown egg–laying gene. EEs can lay a wide range of egg colors, including any hue of blue or brown or any combination of the two. Traits include pea combs and small or absent wattles. EEs usually possess greenish legs and beards with muffs and are found in an infinite array of feather colors. This hybrid is not labeled for sale with a choice of color variety as purebreds are. In other words, you can’t plan to purchase or breed a Black Easter Egger, a Wheaten Easter Egger, a Lavender Easter Egger, and so on.

EGG BINDING: An emergency condition occurring when an egg is stuck in a hen’s reproductive tract. When a hen has an egg inside her oviduct, she is referred to as being egg-bound. Egg-binding can be a life-threatening condition that must be addressed quickly, preferably by an experienced poultry veterinarian. If the egg is not passed within 24–48 hours, the hen will likely die.

EGGLETS: Chicken Chick slang for hatching eggs.

EGG TOOTH: The hard, temporary tooth-like structure on the tip of a chick’s beak used to break through the eggshell during hatch.

FRIZZLE: A genetically predetermined feather type that curls backward and away from a chicken’s body. Frizzled feathers can occur in a variety of breeds, most commonly, Cochins and Polish.

GRIT: Hard materials such as sand, granite, or small stones that aid digestion. Since chickens have no teeth, fibrous foods are ground in the gizzard.

HONE: Beak filing performed by a chicken to maintain its shape and length, achieved by wiping the beak on hard objects. Confined chickens should be provided with access to a rock or similar object for honing purposes. Scissor-beaked chickens unable to hone their beaks properly need regular beak trimming or filing.

INCUBATION: The process of hatching eggs naturally under a hen or inside an incubator.

KEEL: The part of a chicken’s breast bone where the wing muscles attach.

LAYER/LAYING HEN: An adult female chicken that produces eggs.

LAYER FEED/LAYER RATION: A nutritionally complete chicken feed formulated with calcium for laying hens.

LITTER: The material (typically pine shavings or sand) placed on the floor of a chicken coop to absorb moisture from droppings and facilitate waste management. Often misleadingly referred to as “bedding” (see above).

MOLT: The shedding and growth of new feathers.

NECROPSY: A postmortem examination of a chicken performed to determine its cause of death.

NIPPLE WATERER (a.k.a. PNW or nipple drinker): A system of water delivery in which the water is housed in a container and released when chickens peck upward at a blunt metal pin containing a ball bearing. The primary advantage to nipple drinkers is that water cannot be fouled by chicken droppings or litter as with other types of poultry drinkers.

OLIVE EGGER: A chicken produced by crossing any dark brown egg–laying breed (e.g., Barnevelder, Empordanesa, Marans, Pendesenca, Welsummers) with a blue egg–laying breed (e.g., Ameraucanas, Araucanas, Cream Legbar). Hens produced from these pairings are hybrids that will produce olive-green eggs.

PASTY BUTT (a.k.a. pasted vent and pasting up): A condition that occurs in baby chicks when droppings stick to the down surrounding their vent. Poop builds up to form a blockage that can be fatal to the chicken unless removed.

PNW: Abbreviation for poultry nipple waterer (see above).

POINT OF LAY: The age at which a pullet begins producing eggs (typically between 5 and 7 months).

SCRATCH: A chicken treat consisting primarily of cracked corn and assorted grains. It is a source of energy (think carbs) but not a good source of vitamins, minerals, or protein.

SEXED: Chicks that have been sorted by gender after anatomical examination. Sexed chicks determined to be female are often sold as “pullets.”

SEXING: One of many methods for determining a chicken’s gender.

SPURS: Hard appendages located near the back of a rooster’s shanks used for defense, fighting, and flock protection. Spurs grow out of the shank bone and are covered by a hard, horny, cone-shaped material much like a thick fingernail. As a rooster ages, spurs need trimming to avoid injuries to the rooster himself, flockmates, and chicken keepers. Some hens can also grow spurs.

STARTER FEED: A nutritionally complete ration available in both medicated and unmedicated varieties. Medicated feed contains amprolium, which protects chicks from the progression of coccidiosis (see above), a common and deadly intestinal disease spread via fecal matter.

SUBMISSIVE SQUAT: The deferential posture a sexually mature pullet or hen assumes when she is approached by a rooster for mating. The hen crouches, spreads her wings to the side for balance, and lowers her tail for the rooster to “tread” her (i.e., hop on her back and do his thing). She may also display the submissive squat when approached by a person, particularly when a hand is extended to pet her.

TREADING: Closely resembling a piggyback ride, treading is the mating position assumed by a rooster on top of a hen. A rooster stands on a hen’s back, holding her neck feathers with his beak and steadying himself with his feet.
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poultry lice, 111

poultry nipple waterers, 58

poultry nipple waterers (PNWs), 82

predator-proofing, 22, 26, 34

predators, 34, 167

probiotics, 80

prolapsed vent, 109

pullets, 49, 73, 154

pumpkin dewormer myth, 117

pus coagulegg, 162

Q

quarantine, 90

R

radiant heat sources, 57, 130

red roost mites, 111

reproductive anatomy, hen, 157

reproductive anatomy, rooster, 147

respiratory hazards, 22, 30

restricted feeding, 76

rodent control, 37

rodents, 37

roosters, 15, 36, 98, 149

roosting, 171

roosts, 19, 20, 27, 38, 133

roundworms, 115

runs, 18, 26, 130

S

saddle feathers, 67

Salmonella enteritidis, 135, 164, 165

salpingitis, 162

sand, 22, 26, 41, 129

sanitization, 29, 30, 31. See also biosecurity

scaly leg mites, 112

scissor beak, 63

scratch, 75

security measures, 35, 37

selecting chickens, 44

sexed chicks, 50, 68

sexing, 49, 66

sex-linked chickens, 68

shade, 18, 122

shell gland, 159

snow, 131

sorehead, 117

sour crop, 110

space requirements, 18, 26, 56, 144

spraddle leg, 61

spring, 135

sprouting grains, 81, 134

sprouts, 134

spur trimming, 98

spurs, 98

Standard of Perfection for Standards and Bantams, 44

stargazing, 53

starter feed, 58, 72

starting flocks, 49

stress

egg production and, 160, 166

immune system and, 90

indications of, 94

integrating new chickens, 65

lighting and, 58

picking and, 64, 144

predators/pests and, 35, 38, 39

submissive squat, 68, 149, 154

summer, 122

supervised free-ranging, 36

supplements, 77

sweaters, 131

Syngamus trachea, 115

T

tail feathers, 67

tapeworms, 116

temperament, 45. See also aggression

temperature, body. See body temperature

temperature, environmental, 65, 122

threadworms, 115

toxic plants, 170

tractors, 30

treading, 148

treadle feeders, 77

treatment

of external injuries/ailments, 103, 132

of fly-strike, 40

initial procedures, 102

of internal injuries/ailments, 107

of parasites, 40, 112, 114

See also specific health problems

treats, 59, 73, 79, 123, 134

twisted tibia, 63

U

uterus, 159

V

vaccines, 53, 59, 91

vagina, 160

vent sexing, 69

ventilation, 22, 122, 130

vermiculite, 170

veterinarians, 88

W

water, 82, 122

water heaters, 128

waterers, 24, 26, 38, 128

wattles, 67, 93, 131

Weeks, Charles, 22

weight, 79, 83, 93, 127

winter, 127

worms, 113

Y

yolks, 157

Z

zoning, 11
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