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If you are reading this eBook, there’s a strong chance you already think 
raising backyard chickens is a good idea and have many reasons why. 

Eggs, Meat, Manure, and More!
Eggs, meat, manure, pest control, and the joy of keeping them are some 
of the biggies: 

 ( Your average dual-purpose backyard hen can lay more than 180 eggs 
a year. 

 ( She can achieve a slaughter weight of six to eight pounds in six to 
twenty weeks, with a feed-to-meat ratio of as low as two pounds of feed 
to one pound of live chicken. 

 ( Additionally, all parts are usable for meat, for stock, as feed for other 
carnivorous animals such as dogs, or as composting or craft materials. 

 ( Backyard chickens can also produce about one cubic foot1 of highly 
prized chicken manure every six months. 

 ( As omnivores with a strong preference for live insects and sometimes 
small critters, chickens can help with overpopulations of grasshoppers, 
wireworms, cutworms, Japanese beetles, brown marmorated stink bugs, 
small mice, and more. 

 ( They are also fascinating creatures to watch and can provide endless 
entertainment.

Eliminating Waste
But how about recycling? 

According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture,2 31 percent (or 133 
billion pounds!) of our available food supply is wasted by retailers and 
consumers annually.  

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
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Most of this waste occurs because consumers—that’s us—just don’t want 
to eat it. Maybe the fruit was bruised, the leftovers were unloved, or the 
baking became a debacle. 

Whatever the reason, perfectly safe foods end up in landfills at alarming 
rates.  

Since chickens have no concern for the aesthetics of food and have fewer 
taste buds than your average human, they make great “recyclers” of 
unwanted, but still safe, edibles. 

If every household or community had chickens, we could potentially 
eliminate 21 percent of the post-recycling waste overwhelming our 
landfills. (Note that feeding chickens kitchen scraps is illegal in the United 
Kingdom unless you are vegan, so this benefit may not apply equally in 
all circumstances.)3 

Garden Helpers
Chickens are also great workers if managed in a manner that respects 
their inherent behaviors. 

 ( For example, with their powerful scratching abilities, chickens can be 
used to help break down a compost pile. 

 ( Using electric netting or runs, they make great Weed Eaters along hard-
to-mow fence lines. 

 ( In winter, they can help prepare your garden beds for spring. As they 
scavenge through mulch and organic debris looking for overwintering 
pests, they will essentially be doing light tilling. And, of course, they’ll 
be fertilizing your soil along the way!

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
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Healthy Chickens Means Healthy Meat and Eggs
If these great reasons to keep chickens haven’t totally convinced you, 
then how about peace of mind? 

We all know factory-farmed broiler chickens 
and egg layers are not raised using ideal 
methods when it comes to chicken 
well-being. But these conditions also 
contribute to potentially problematic 
effects related to human well-being. 

For example, from 1944 until 2015, 
arsenic was an FDA-approved feed 
additive used frequently for speeding 
chicken growth, enhancing skin 
pigmentation, and preventing 
parasite infestations. 

It was believed that the arsenic 
ingested by chickens would remain 
organic and be excreted prior to 
processing, therefore posing no risks 
to humans. 

However, new scientific testing proved 
that inorganic arsenic—the kind that 
causes lung, bladder, and skin cancers and 
contributes to cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, 
cognitive deficits, and adverse pregnancy outcomes—did build up at 
greater levels in chickens fed arsenic and was likely transmitted to 
humans during this period.4 

Although arsenic does occur in nature and there are certain times when 
it might be useful (e.g., as rat poison), intentionally feeding it to chickens 
on a regular basis to make them fatter has proven not to be the safest 
idea. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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You Control the Outcomes
When you raise your own chickens, you get to choose what they eat, how 
they live, and how they are treated if processed for meat. 

You also control the cleanliness of your chicken coop and can play a 
direct role in ensuring your chickens’ health as a means of contributing 
to your own good health.

Marjory Wildcraft and all of the contributors at The Grow Network are 
on a mission to put homegrown food on every table so that you can take 
comfort in knowing your food is responsibly grown or raised with your 
well-being in mind. 

Whether you want to raise chickens for meat, for eggs, or as useful 
companions in the garden, the pages that follow are intended to help 
you on that path.

Raising chickens is not difficult, but it does require commitment and 
certain skills. 

People all over the world have done it successfully for thousands of 
years without all the technology we have today. However, as a result of 
modern food conveniences like grocery stores and fast food, many of us 
have lost our connection to food-raising traditions and need a little help 
reconnecting with our heritage. 

In this book, you’ll find suggestions and specifics on how to raise chickens 
in your particular environment and according to your specific needs.  

Whatever chicken-raising choices you make, we wish you healthy, happy 
chickens—and a great experience!

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
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Go ahead and start fantasizing about building a chicken palace for your 
rainbow flock of productive layers and growing lush gardens with all that 
magical manure. 

But before you make it reality, you need to do the “dirty work” of finding 
out which laws in your area might influence the way you raise chickens. 

Frankly, there are a lot of forces working against you if you want to have 
chickens, particularly if you live in more populated areas. But, this is also 
changing as more of us grow our own food and challenge the absurdity 
of regulations that prevent us from doing this. 

We don’t want to put a damper on your chicken dreams, but we do want 
you to go into this with eyes wide open. 

So, following are some topics you will want to research before drawing 
up your coop plans or placing your chick order.

The Legality of Owning Chickens in Your Area
Even though chickens weigh less than small dogs or cats, are just as easy 
to confine and care for, rate about the same on the noise and smell scales, 
and arguably offer as many, or more, positive benefits than either of those 
animals for similar costs, many communities do not allow chickens to be 
kept as pets. 

Why Some Areas Ban Chickens
Many people believe that rules against owning small farm animals like 
miniature goats, chickens, and other poultry have been created to increase 
our dependence on industrial food systems, eliminate competition, and 
disconnect us from our agricultural history. 

In some places, there might be truth to these theories. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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In others, industry concerns over backyard flocks transmitting disease to 
huge populations of factory chickens might be the cause. 

And in yet other areas, homeowners and their aesthetic desires are the 
impetus behind bans on owning chickens. 

Regardless of the reasons, most of the regulations you will run up against 
related to chickens are local laws and ordinances. They are regulated by 
your homeowners’ association (HOA), by your municipality, or by your 
city, county, or state officials.  

Where to Learn About Local Laws
If you’d like to check the regulations in your area, one easy way to do so 
is to visit www.BackyardChickens.com. 

This is a good resource to start with, particularly to find out what rules 
might apply in your area. 

However, in large part due to the efforts of backyard chicken owners, chicken 
regulations are changing all the time. So, the best sources of information on 
current regulations are the regulating authorities for your area. 

1. Start with a call to your state agricultural department.

2. If this fails, then try your agricultural extension office.

3. If these contacts fail (or fail to call you back due to understaffing),
try contacting city hall, mayoral offices, or local universities with
agricultural programs for leads on applicable regulations.

You can also find information on websites for these groups, but in my 
experience, actual people give you more insight into what steps you need 
to take to keep chickens. 

For example, sometimes the state agricultural representative will tell you 
that they don’t regulate backyard chickens, but will be able to give you 

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
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the name and specific contact information for the person most qualified 
to help you with applicable regulations in your city or county. 

Sometimes you will learn that even if regulations apply, bans on chickens 
are not being enforced unless your neighbors complain.  

Be Thorough in Your Legal Research
Make sure you check for regulations from all applicable authorities. 

For example, when I lived in Maryland, there were no applicable state or 
county regulations on keeping a couple of laying hens. 

Yet, my city had an ordinance that granted Animal Control the discretion 
to issue permits for keeping chickens. Animal control had no written 
regulations on chicken keeping, but in general, they only considered 
granting permits to homeowners with more than an acre of property. 

This effectively prevented the majority of homeowners in my city from 
having backyard chickens. 

Finally, be sure to check with your HOA. These groups often have some of 
the toughest regulations regarding keeping backyard chickens, so don’t 
forget to get board approval before starting your flock.

Building Your Coop
Unless you live in an extremely rural area, you are probably subject 
to regulations on the size of structure you can build on your property 
without a permit. 

Larger structures generally require a permitting and inspection process. 

Even if there are no particular requirements for chicken coops or other 
animal houses, regulations on building sheds or outbuildings are usually 

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 15

applied to coops. Your city or county probably has regulations on fence 
building, as well. When determining applicable regulations, a good place to 
start is with a call or visit to your county or city building inspector’s office.

Check With Your Utility Companies
Utility companies may have right of access 
to parts of your property that could impact 
the location of your coop. 

For example, you probably don’t want to 
build directly over buried cables or water 
pipes since they may need to be dug up 
and replaced later. 

Electricity and water companies are 
usually granted automatic easement 
access, but other providers like 
telephone, cable, and internet 
companies may also have rights. In the 
United States, you can call 811 to have all 
applicable utility companies mark areas in 
your landscape where lines are located.

Other Potential Challenges
There may be other factors related to your property that will impact coop 
location.

These can include easements between neighboring properties, right-of-
way areas, septic field locations, or previously granted mineral or natural 
gas extraction rights. 

Review your property plat or the legal description of your property 
boundaries, plus any other applicable clauses in your purchase agreement, 
prior to building or installing fences to avoid potential complications.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Compact movable coops are often a good alternative if you run into big 
challenges with any of these issues. 

However, the smaller size limits the number of chickens you can keep 
and usually means you need to move the coop more frequently to prevent 
pest and disease problems.

Other Local Regulations Affecting 
Backyard Chickens

Animal Welfare Ordinances
Even if you are allowed to have backyard chickens and can navigate all the 
building requirements for constructing your coop, there may be animal welfare 
ordinances that need to be considered prior to committing to chickens: 

 ( Some cities and counties have regulations on the number of chickens 
allowed. 

 ( There are also regulations on management of manure (often referred 
to as “feces”), registration, vaccination, space and care requirements, 
confinement rules, and more. 

 ( In many cities, slaughter of animals on your own property is illegal. 

If you are not able to slaughter chickens on your homestead, you will 
have to transport them to a U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) or 
state-licensed processing facility when it comes time to harvest for meat 
or to a veterinarian to cull non-productive layers (if you do not plan to 
put them in the stew pot). 

This adds cost and complication to raising chickens and may affect your 
decision regarding whether to raise chickens for meat or whether to 
order straight run (mix of male and female) or sexed chickens. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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You can often get around this by taking your chickens to visit a country 
cousin or family friend with a rural address, but be careful about 
transporting pet chickens across state lines (more on this shortly). 

Public Nuisance Laws
There are also public nuisance laws to be considered. 

Sometimes, even when you follow all the rules related to care and 
treatment of chickens, a neighbor or passerby might take offense at your 
ownership of chickens. 

They could make complaints regarding noise, appearance, smell, and 
other factors. 

For example, some cities have regulations on lawn maintenance that 
chickens make it difficult to comply with because they tend to scratch 
out all the greenery when confined. 

Usually, keeping the area mulched and obscured with external landscaping 
can solve this challenge, but it means additional costs and time spent 
keeping chickens. 

Even when complaints are unfounded, they can result in hassles like 
mediation, dealing with inspections, and bad vibes in your local community. 

It’s best to talk with your neighbors in advance and deal with concerns 
prior to bringing home your new flock.

Agricultural Ordinances 
Even though some local ordinances treat chickens as pets when they are 
kept in a backyard setting, they are also livestock. 

If you live in the United States, this means they are regulated by the Food 
and Drug Administration, the USDA, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), and state agricultural authorities. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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 ( Your flock will be subject to laws regarding interstate transport, 
humane slaughter, and compliance with procedures related to disease 
management. For example, if you are moving from one state to another, 
and are planning to take your chickens with you by car, you may be subject 
to the livestock transport laws of every state you intend to drive through. 

 ( Additionally, you may be required to report incidences of highly 
contagious livestock diseases such as avian influenza to the CDC and 
surrender your flock for disposal in the event of suspected contagion. 

 ( As mentioned in the introduction, there are even laws in some places 
regarding feeding your chickens scraps (e.g., in the United Kingdom), 
as a result of concerns about meat cross-contamination.

If you intend to sell your poultry products, there are also complex 
regulations related to the processing and sale of eggs and meat. 

 ( There are federal and state packaging and handling laws, mandatory 
inspections, water testing requirements, equipment regulations (e.g., 
scale calibration and suitable slaughter supplies), and more. 

 ( Plus, there are both state and federal tax laws to consider, along with 
mandatory record keeping. 

Final Legal Considerations
Given the highly complex legal infrastructure that permeates our world, 
there may be even more regulations to consider than are covered here. 

But this is true of most facets of our lives. 

Not many of us drive around knowing all the traffic laws in our own state, 
much less those for every state or country we may drive through on 
a family road trip. 

Common sense, conscientious treatment of your chickens, and a reasonable 
attempt to know and follow the rules and keep the peace with your 
neighbors should be enough to enable successful ownership.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Raising Chickens Despite the Rules
There are also a large number of chicken owners who are simply ignoring 
the rules and raising chickens anyway. 

To continue the driving analogy, many of us speed or park in no parking zones. 

There are risks in these activities, like fines. In the case of activities 
deemed reckless, jail time is a risk. 

Yet a large majority of drivers choose to violate traffic laws. Perhaps the 
risks associated with being caught are minimal, the consequences are 
acceptable, or we just want to do it. 

Each chicken owner must make their own decisions about whether to 
bend or test the rules. 

But, just as happens when drivers choose to speed, many chicken owners 
do it and get away with it, and some owners do it and get penalized for it.

Ideas for Civil Disobedience
If you are interested in perpetrating a few acts of civil disobedience 
on the chicken front, then consider some ideas raised by chicken guru 
Patricia Foreman in the Mother Earth News Homesteading Summit hosted 
by Marjory Wildcraft. 

 ( Patricia talked about the Chicken Underground, which is like an 
underground railroad for chickens. 

 ( She also mentioned telling authorities that you are watching chickens 
for a friend or family member. You could theoretically be watching 
them for their entire chicken lives, if you never get questioned. But if 
you do, then you need to be prepared to move them to another location. 

Patricia gives a couple of great talks on chickens, and is just one of 
the amazing speakers in this collection of instructional presentations on 
homesteading, available for purchase by clicking here.

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
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Challenging Existing Regulations
We hope the regulations in your area are easy to navigate and amenable 
to chicken ownership. 

However, even if they’re not, you might be able to change that. 

Many chicken owners have successfully organized, petitioned, and 
rallied for their rights to have chickens. You can find advice and success 
stories online that give a sense of how to go about challenging existing 
regulations. 

Depending on what authority is doing the regulating, there may already 
be established avenues for appealing ordinances. 

Again, it’s a good idea to start the process with the regulating authority 
to get an understanding of how best to overcome the regulations. If that 
fails, then you may need to enlist assistance from your local legislators or 
by gaining public support (e.g., through a grassroots petition).

Now, with the legal “dirty work” behind us, let’s get on to the much more 
fun tasks of picking breeds, planning space, raising chickens, and reaping 
the rewards.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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A Difficult Reality
There’s a reason that chickens lay lots of eggs. 

A high percentage of eggs do not hatch, and many hatched chicks will 
never make it to maturity. 

This is true in nature and will also be true for most backyard chicken 
keepers. Chickens lay a lot because they are inherently vulnerable prey 
animals, which makes them prone to predation and accidental death. 

Deaths From Unnatural Causes
Before you bring home your first chicken, it is important to understand 
that no matter how careful you are or how much reading and preparation 
you do, some of your chickens will likely die of unnatural causes before 
their productive life is over. 

 ( Some chicks die in transport or shortly after arrival. 

 ( Juvenile chickens might be eaten by predators in your untested coop 
or suffer infection because inexperienced owners can’t identify and 
address early symptoms. 

 ( Simple mistakes cause deaths. 

 ( Chickens might get trapped under a forgotten feed bucket on a 
hot day. 

 ( An owner might leave the lid off a rain barrel, inadvertently 
creating a drowning hazard for new fliers. 

 ( Yard work outside the coop could scare chicks into a mob of 
suffocation. 

 ( You might fail to close the coop door at night, chickens might 
overheat during car transport—the list goes and on. 
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Start With Hardy Breeds
In the long term, breed selection might be really important. We’ll cover 
some reasons why shortly. 

However, as a first-time flock owner, it may make more sense to start 
with hardy, easy to find, and affordable breeds that work for your 
purposes.  

Many new chicken owners have pored over the pages of hatchery catalogs, 
preordered exotic and endangered breeds, outfitted fancy coops, and lost 
all their chickens before their first hen ever reached “point of lay” (i.e., 
egg-laying age). 

Our goal in telling you this is not to discourage you. 

But we want you to be mentally prepared for the realities of chicken 
keeping so you don’t spend your time and money in the wrong places at 
the outset or become disheartened.  

The Lesser of Two Evils
When losses happen, learn from your mistakes and refine your chicken-
keeping practices as necessary. 

But also keep in mind that as difficult as it is to lose animals in your 
care, continued participation in a food system that does far more harm 
is an even worse answer. If you doubt this statement, then consider the 
following facts about just the U.S. commercial chicken industry. 

 ( If you buy eggs from your grocery store, you are already participating 
in killing 260 million male chicks upon hatching, every year, because 
they have no utility as a laying hen.5 

 ( Nearly all commercial laying hens, about 375 million in 2017,6 are 
slaughtered when egg production declines at around one to two years 
old. 
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 ( If you eat chicken meat in the US, then you support a broiler industry of 
about 8.6 billion chicken slaughters annually.7

After you’ve gained some experience and have a well-established, 
predator-proof environment for keeping chickens, then we highly 
encourage you to take breed selection seriously and consider raising 
and perpetuating heritage breeds for long-term food security. 

So, now that I’ve told you not to worry too much about breed selection at 
the outset, let’s take a closer look at what breed selection actually entails. 

(No, I’m not trying to confuse you!) 

You will want to give some thought to breed selection to make sure 
you get chickens that will meet your needs—such as egg layers, meat 
birds, or dual-purpose birds. You just don’t need to spend a ton of 
time or a fortune on obscure or endangered breeds for your first 
experience.

Heritage vs. Hybrid Breeds--- 
and Why It Matters

Backyard chicken selection begins with a tale of two chickens: the hybrids 
and the heritage breeds.

Talking about chickens in these terms is like talking about GMO versus 
non-GMO crops—it’s a bit backwards. For most of our history with 
chickens, they were simply chickens. 

The History of Heritage Breeds
Until about a hundred years ago,8 common chicken breeds were dual-
purpose household birds kept for both meat and eggs. 
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They were usually part of small flocks; were allowed to free range; ate a 
mix of forage, scraps, and grit (small pebbles); and reproduced naturally. 
Chickens on farms survived the winter by gleaning a lot of grain crumbs 
left behind by other farm animals. 

Over thousands of generations, these chickens developed useful qualities 
such as great foraging ability and docility, heat tolerance, cold hardiness, 
disease resistance, and more. 

These chickens still exist today, and they generally fall into the category 
of “heritage breeds.” 

Hybrids: Pros and Cons
Hybrids came about when chicken production started to become 
industrialized. 

To improve efficiency and profitability, chicken producers began focusing 
on genetics and selecting for commercially preferred qualities like big 
breasts; speedy fattening; shorter maturity time for laying; easier feather 
removal; or high-quantity, year-round egg production. 

This resulted in new varieties of highly productive chickens. 

However, the downside was that they were less suited for natural environments 
and more dependent on human intervention by way of scientifically 
formulated feed, housing, and medication9 to ensure egg or meat production.

Many hybrid chicken qualities are actually forms of genetic mutation that 
most likely would not be favored by nature. 

For example, extra-large breasts would hinder a bird’s ability to forage 
or escape predators. 

In order to maintain these genetics from generation to generation, intense 
crossbreeding of selected bloodlines is necessary. Additionally, as these 
kinds of chickens no longer have the ability to reproduce naturally, 
artificial reproduction methods are used. 
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Hybrid chickens are generally what you think of when you hear the term 
“factory farmed.” 

They are expected to have short lifespans—about six to nine weeks for 
meat birds and one to two years for egg layers. 

If they are kept for extended periods as pets, they often develop health 
issues with their joints, hearts, and lungs as a result of fattening too fast 
or reaching maturity for egg production too quickly. They also may be 
more prone to illness and disease. 

If you are considering commercial-style hybrids such as the Cornish Cross 
for meat, read the hatchery descriptions for special care requirements. 

For example, some hatcheries suggest feeding for only part of the day to 
minimize heart and leg issues, processing early to avoid health problems, 
not using at higher altitudes, and avoiding breeding. 

The Best of Both Worlds?
You may also notice that some hatcheries mention their hybrid strains do 
not have the heart and leg problems typical of the breed or are better 
at foraging. 

Thanks to a resurgence in interest in backyard chicken keeping, hatcheries 
have begun breeding strains of favored commercial layers and meat birds 
that work better in a backyard or pasture-raised setting. For example, the 
Golden Comet hybrid is known to be an exceptional egg layer, but is said 
to have the hardiness and docility of many preferred backyard breeds. 

For meat, there are also the Red Rangers, the Pioneers, the Kosher Kings, 
and some strains of Cornish Crosses that were developed to be good 
foragers and fatten well on pasture. 

If egg-laying capacity or fast-tracked meat production are primary 
concerns in selecting chicken breeds, a hybrid can be a good choice 
for your backyard flock. However, if you plan to hatch your own chickens 
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from your eggs, then avoid hybrids altogether as they do not breed “true 
to type” (i.e., with the same qualities as the parents). 

To find hybrids that meet your needs, check out hatchery websites. They 
come by different names, often trademarked, but are usually sorted into 
categories like best brown or white egg layers or best meat birds. 

The Case for Heritage Breeds
Beyond productivity, though, there are some really compelling reasons 
why backyard chicken keepers should consider heritage breed chickens. 

Abuzz About the ‘B’ Word
Let’s talk about the “B” word. It’s coming up all over the place with respect 
to food security. 

In the last hundred years, up to 93 percent of our heirloom varieties 
of vegetables have ceased to exist in commerce10 due to the 
commercialization of our food supply. 

The sixth mass extinction that everyone is talking about is happening not 
only to wildlife, but also to our cultivated varieties of fruits, vegetables, 
and livestock—including chickens. 

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), sixty-two 
breeds of livestock went extinct in the six years prior to the release of 
their 2007 report on The State of the World’s Animal Genetic Resources for 
Food and Agriculture.11 

That’s one per month—and those “figures present only a partial picture 
of genetic erosion.” 

Additionally, scientific studies have confirmed that commercial chickens 
have lost 50 percent or more of their genetic diversity over ancestral 
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breeds, which may put them at greater risk in the face of future 
environmental conditions and new or more virulent diseases.12 

Unless we want more of our food supply to become extinct, we have to 
act now to preserve existing species and varieties. The industrial food 
complex is not going to do it, so it is up to small-scale food producers 
and livestock keepers to take these important precautionary measures.

Just in case you haven’t guessed it, the “B” word is “biodiversity.” 

And there are many indicators that we are rapidly advancing to the point 
of no return in terms of diversity of life forms and nature’s ability to solve 
problems through genetic diversity.13 

Why It Matters
Basically, the less biodiversity we have in our food supply, the greater the 
risk that when something goes wrong ... it goes really wrong. 

If you’re not convinced that loss of biodiversity is a real threat to our food 
security, check out what’s happening to these two grocery store favorites: 
bananas and oranges. 

To use a chicken analogy, it just doesn’t make sense to put all our eggs 
in one (hybrid) basket. 

The hybrid vs. heritage chicken debate is much like the conversation that is 
occurring concerning GMO and non-GMO crops. We may not yet be able 
to cite all the specific reasons why GMOs are bad for us (though there is 
plenty of evidence that they are), yet we fundamentally know that they are 
introducing new risks into our food supply for the sake of hyperproductivity. 

Likewise, hybrid chickens also introduce risks by minimizing genetic 
diversity and reducing the population of heritage breed chickens 
worldwide. 

One final caveat on breed selection: many hatcheries carry commercial 
strains of well-known heritage breeds. These strains favor specific kinds 
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of productivity. For example, Rhode Island Reds are better layers, and 
tend to be less useful as a meat bird. 

These lines of chickens may be similar to hybrids in terms of genetic diversity. 

So, if supporting heritage breeds is a goal, focus on noncommercial lines, 
which are sometimes easier to find at smaller hatcheries.

As a backyard chicken keeper, you can support biodiversity and enhance 
food security through buying, raising, and breeding heritage chickens. 
Just as you might seek out heirloom vegetable seeds to plant in your 
garden, it is also lovely to be part of traditions that have survived the test 
of time—and can continue to survive with a little help from us.

Considerations in Choosing  
a Chicken Breed

Now that you know a bit about chicken breeding, the next step is to 
determine which breed is right for you. But how do you do that?

Identify Your Needs
A good place to start your selection process is by identifying your needs 
and conditions. 

 ( Do you want egg layers, meat birds, or dual purpose birds? 

 ( Are there climate factors like extreme cold or heat that need 
consideration? 

 ( Do these chickens need to be great foragers or do well in confinement?  

 ( Do you plan to breed? 

 ( If so, then you may want to factor rooster attributes into your 
selection process. Some roosters behave better in a backyard 
setting than others. 
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 ( You may also want to consider “broodiness,” the likelihood of a 
hen to set a nest. Broodiness is not a good quality in a production 
egg layer as it can make it more difficult to find and collect eggs. 
So you actually may want to avoid broody breeds if you plan to 
hatch eggs in an incubator or only want eggs for eating.

 ( Additionally, if you are not concerned about breeding your own heritage 
breed chickens, then you may want to opt for a mixed flock. This gives 
you an opportunity to raise several different breeds to determine your 
favorites. If you go this route, then you also need to choose breeds 
based on personality traits like “gets along well with others” and avoid 
mixing aggressive and docile breeds.

Before you start your breed search, it helps to have a clear idea of what 
you are looking for in keeping chickens so that you don’t get taken in 
by flashy feathers, furry feet, or those itty-bitty bantam beauties who 
make great pets, but have limited utility for eggs, meat, and manure-
making.

Purpose and productivity (eggs, meat, or both), climate considerations, 
personality traits (behavior in confinement, ability to forage, congeniality 
with other breeds, etc.), and breeding qualities (broodiness, rooster 
attributes) should all play a role in your breed-selection process. 

Review Breed Lists
Once you have given some thought to your needs, you can peruse 
the full list of heritage breed chickens provided by The Livestock 
Conservancy,14 a leader in preserving heritage breeds. 

You can also review the American Poultry Association breed list.

If you prefer hybrids to maximize egg or meat production, then look at 
hatchery websites and follow their recommendations for the lines of birds 
that will best fit your needs.
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Top Ten Chick Pick
If the immense variety of breeds has you more confused than when you 
were when you started, here’s our list of tried and true heritage breeds 
that are great for first-time backyard chicken owners.

Orpingtons
 ( Purpose and Productivity: These 

are good layers, even in winter, and 
they dress up nicely for chicken 
dinner. 

 ( Personality Traits: They are 
very docile birds and don’t mind 
being cuddled. This breed might 
get bullied in a mixed flock with 
more aggressive birds. (My poor 
Orpingtons get bullied regularly 
by my Leghorn rooster and my 
Rhode Island Red hens.)

 ( Climate Considerations: 
These birds do better in cooler 
weather, but with access to a 
shaded dust bath, they are smart 
enough to keep themselves cool 
in hotter areas. 

 ( Breeding Qualities: They get 
broody and can hatch their own eggs. 
Orpington roosters are generally known to 
be calm and easier to keep than some other breeds. 
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Rhode Island Reds (RIR)
 ( Purpose and Productivity: This is the 

dual-purpose backyard chicken 
extraordinaire, due to excellent extra-
large egg production, utility as a 
meat bird, and all-around hardiness. 

 ( Personality Traits: RIRs do well in 
confinement and as free-range birds. 
The hens are generally calm and 
independent, and usually hold their 
own in a mixed flock.

 ( Breeding Qualities: Roosters have 
a reputation for being aggressive, 
and hens are not typically broody. 
Based on my own experience, RIR 
hens tend to be quieter about egg 
laying than Orpingtons (who like to 
have a cackling party when any hen 
lays an egg) or Plymouth Rocks (who 
like to chatter).

Australorps 
 ( Purpose and Productivity: For many homesteaders and small farmers, 

this is the preferred pasture-raised egg layer. They can be used for 
meat production (e.g., extra roosters), though they tend to be leaner 
than some other dual-purpose chickens. 

 ( Personality Traits: Australorps do well in the pasture and in 
confinement. This breed might get bullied in a mixed flock with more 
aggressive birds.

 ( Breeding Qualities: Hens do get broody and can hatch their own eggs. 
Australorp roosters are generally known to be calm and easier to keep 
than some other breeds. 
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Plymouth Rocks (usually Barred Rocks)
 ( Purpose and Productivity: This 

is another great dual-purpose 
chicken known for good extra-
large egg production, meat 
quality, and hardiness. 

 ( Personality Traits: They 
do well in confinement, 
but like a little room in the 
run. From my experience, 
barred rock hens have the 
best personalities. They are 
curious cuddlers who love 
to explore and be amused, but 
their curiosity seems to make them 
more prone to predator encounters. 

 ( Breeding Qualities: Some of these hens do get broody, but are not as 
reliably as Orpingtons or Australorps. The jury is still out on rooster 
disposition for this breed. Based on owner experiences, they run the 
gamut from being “too sweet to get the job done” to “too aggressive to 
be kept around,” and everything in between. 

Leghorns
 ( Purpose and Productivity: This is the classic white-egg-laying chicken. 

 ( Personality Traits: This breed is not known for its friendliness and is 
more active and less enamored with being part of mixed flocks than 
the previously listed breeds. But if you want affordable backyard eggs 
and have a roof on your spacious chicken run (as this breed likes to fly), 
this is your best choice for egg productivity. 

 ( Breeding Qualities: Hens are not broody. Like the RIRs, roosters are 
known for being somewhat aggressive, but owners claim this varies 
depending on bloodline and how much roosters were handled as chicks. 
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Jersey Giants 
 ( Purpose and Productivity: This is 

your best bet for backyard meat if you 
have a limit on the number of birds 
you can legally raise. These birds can 
weigh in at 10–13 pounds of turkey-
replacing chicken deliciousness. 
Due to body size, some hens have 
difficulty setting a nest without 
breaking some eggs. They are fair 
layers, but they eat a lot more and 
need extra room due to their large 
size, so they are not your best 
option for egg production. They 
take 5–7 months to mature and 
require extra feed portions.

 ( Personality Traits: This breed 
could also be called Gentle Giants 
for its ability to get along in mixed 
flocks. 

 ( Breeding Qualities: The roosters are large in size, and known to be good 
at predator protection, but are also less aggressive than other breeds.  

New Hampshire Reds
 ( Purpose and Productivity: Descended from RIRs, New Hampshire 

Reds are also good dual-purpose backyard chicken. Depending on 
bloodlines, these birds may lean more toward meat or egg production, 
so be sure to ask the breeder for egg and weight statistics to determine 
best use. 

 ( Personality Traits: They mature quickly and are good foragers. These 
birds prefer a bit more room to range than your standard backyard run 
and will do better in a larger chicken yard. 
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 ( Breeding Qualities: Roosters can be aggressive and hens don’t get 
broody, so this breed may not be your best option if you are a first-time 
breeder.

Sussex
 ( Purpose and Productivity: This is 

another great dual-purpose backyard 
bird.

 ( Personality Traits: It makes a charming 
addition to a mixed flock. They handle 
confinement well, but are also good 
foragers. They are known for being very 
docile and easy to handle. 

 ( Breeding Qualities: Sussex roosters 
are generally known to be calm and 
easier on hens than some other breeds. 
Hens don’t tend toward broodiness, but 
it occasionally happens.

Wyandottes 
 ( Purpose and Productivity: These are the beauties of the dual-purpose 

birds. They certainly are attention-getters and will wow your visitors 
with their variegated feathers while laying a good number of eggs and 
providing a fair amount of meat.

 ( Personality Traits: They come in a little lower on the list because they 
are known for being noisier than other backyard chickens. Also, even 
though they are favored for their docile disposition, there are many 
stories of Wyandotte divas being the mean girls in the chicken yard. That 
being said, some owners swear they are the sweetest chickens ever. 

 ( Climate Considerations: These birds are very cold hardy, with rose 
combs that withstand frostbite. 

 ( Breeding Qualities: Hen broodiness varies by bloodline, so ask the 
breeder for details. Roosters, like the hens, are generally considered 
docile, but there seem to be more outliers in this breed.
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Dominiques
 ( Purpose and Productivity: These are great layers that can also be 

used for meat, but tend to be on the smaller side. 

 ( Personality Traits: They do well in confinement, but are better when 
allowed to free range or given access to a large chicken yard. 

 ( Climate Considerations: This dual-purpose bird is very similar in 
appearance to the Barred Plymouth Rock, except that it has a rose comb 
which makes it less susceptible to frostbite.

 ( Breeding Qualities: They tend to be a bit more broody than Plymouth 
Rocks, but some roosters can be very aggressive, similar to RIRs.

This is by no means a comprehensive list. Delawares, Buckeyes, Cochins, 
Ameraucana, and many others are also worth considering. 

If you have the financial resources and are less concerned about 
productivity in either meat or egg production, consider selecting less 
common breeds in jeopardy of becoming extinct. It’s a wonderful way to 
play a part in preserving the genetic diversity of chickens and contributing 
to overall biodiversity by ensuring the survival of rare heritage breeds. 

Even if you don’t plan to breed, buying from breeders who are actively 
seeking to preserve specific breeds helps support their activities.

Breed traits play a big role in chicken behaviors and habits. 

But as a chicken keeper, you’ll also discover that some chickens just have 
their own unique personalities, like: 

 ( The Buff Orpington that jumps into your lap and falls asleep like a kitten,

 ( The Barred Rock that follows you around and chats with you constantly, or 

 ( The escape-artist RIR who helps you find all the weak points in your 
supposedly predator-proof chicken coop. 

Now, with breed basics behind us, let’s take a look at common ways to 
start your flock.
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There are several ways to obtain chickens for your backyard flock. In 
the next few pages, we’ll look at the most common methods, including 
details on starting with chicks or mature chickens. 

However, before you make your first purchase, be sure to get the scoop 
on the coop and learn how to right-size your flock in the chapters that 
follow. 

Buying Chicks From Hatcheries
The most common way to start your flock is to buy chicks from a hatchery. 

Speak With Your Postmaster
If you order directly, chicks will be sent by mail to your post office (not 
your house). A postal agent will call you and request that you come pick 
up your package (immediately!). 

There are horror stories aplenty about post offices refusing chick 
packages, or losing them, and chicks dying in transit. So, prior to using 
this method, talk to your postmaster and make sure they know how to 
handle a chick order. Then, let them know when to expect your shipment, 
and maybe promise them some fresh eggs when your chicks mature to 
build goodwill. 

Some hatcheries and post offices will also let you redirect your package 
to a more chicken-amenable post office (e.g., the next town over) if you 
or they have concerns over handling.

Prepare for Small Losses
Hatcheries often add a couple of extra chicks to your order, because 
usually one or two chicks die in transit or within a day or two of arrival. 
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Some people find this fact disturbing. 

But, even if you hatch your own, you can end up with chick losses due to 
genetic flaws, infections, or other reasons. So, some loss is simply part of 
the process of raising chickens. 

Benefits to Buying From Hatcheries
There are many benefits to buying from hatcheries. 

 ( Hatchery chicks are usually inexpensive, because hatcheries often use 
factory-farming methods for incubating, hatching, and raising hens. 
This makes production more economical. 

 ( Hatcheries also offer sexing services, so you can pay a surcharge to 
receive all female chicks for laying purposes or all males to maximize 
meat production. Occasionally, hatcheries make a mistake on sexing, 
but your odds of getting the sex of chick you want from a hatchery 
are always better than hatching your own or buying “straight-run” or 
unsexed chicks. 

 ( They also offer one-stop shopping, so you don’t have to track down 
different breeders for your mixed flock. 

 ( With hatchery chicks, you may lose a chick or two in shipping or 
shortly after arrival, although you get better odds of starting with the 
right number of chicks. Home-hatching success rates vary wildly, so 
the number of chicks that will survive incubation and make it out of the 
egg are much less predictable than the number that will arrive safely 
by mail.

Although most hatcheries have similar procedures for incubating, 
hatching, and keeping hens in order to comply with regulations, some 
hatchers offer a more personal approach and are often willing to give 
more detailed replies to questions. 

Chicks or hatching eggs from smaller or value-added type hatcheries 
may be a few dollars more expensive, but it is often money well spent.
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The downside of buying hatchery chicks is that they are essentially 
factory-farmed chicks. In large hatcheries, genetic diversity, even in 
heritage breeds, may be more limited. And if you have ethical concerns 
regarding industrial farming practices and are raising chickens as a way 
to opt out of the industrial food supply, you may want to consider other 
methods for starting your flock. 

Buying Chicks Locally
You can also buy chicks from your local farm-supply store. Farm stores 
usually sell chicks in early spring (i.e., before Easter). These are the same 
chicks you would receive by mail from a hatchery, except that they are 
shipped to the store, and put on display in a brooder. 

Pros
 ( You can save shipping costs and post office complications using this 

method. 

 ( Hatcheries usually require minimum purchases of fifteen chicks so that 
the chicks keep each other warm in transit. Farm-supply stores may 
only have minimums of three chicks, which is helpful for backyard 
chicken keepers who want to start small flocks. 

Cons
 ( You are limited to the breeds offered by the farm supply store. Often 

chain store managers don’t even know what breeds they will receive 
until their shipment shows up. You may even find brooders of chicks 
marked “brown-egg layers,” or similar generic identifying information, 
because they are simply an overstock of a variety of different breeds. 

 ( At some store locations, chicks sell out fast, so ask when delivery occurs 
and plan to arrive close to that time to ensure you get your pick of chicks. 
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 ( Also, hatcheries may give you an option on whether to vaccinate for 
Marek’s (a lethal, non-treatable disease that is somewhat common in 
commercial farming), but some farm supplies will only sell vaccinated 
chickens. So, if raising organic chicks is important to you, you may need 
to stick with a direct purchase from a hatchery that gives you a choice 
on vaccinations.

Hatching at Home
Another option for starting your flock is to hatch your own chicks. 

The Skill of Egg Hatching
This is a bit more involved than starting with chicks because you need 
an incubator and a method for turning eggs for at least two weeks. Egg 
hatching is a good skill to master if you plan to keep a regular supply 
of meat birds or replace your laying hens when egg productivity drops. 

There is also something thrilling about watching a baby chick peck its 
way from the shell (called “pipping” in chicken terms), not to mention 
the peace of mind that comes from knowing how to provide your own 
chicken supply if necessary. 

However, it is more economical to practice this skill if you already have 
your own source of eggs to hatch, because hatching success rates can 
vary radically until you’ve perfected your methods.  

Where to Buy Eggs for Hatching

Hatcheries

Hatcheries usually sell fertilized eggs for at-home hatching. 
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However, it is often more expensive to buy eggs to hatch than it is to 
buy day-old chicks. Also, hatch rates are not guaranteed since success 
depends heavily on incubation procedures. 

Even for common breeds, hatching eggs cost around $3 each (or more 
with shipping). If you have a 50 percent hatch rate your first time through, 
then your actual cost per chicken would be around $6. Chicks at my local 
farm-supply store only cost $3.25–$3.75 each.

A Friend
If you know someone who has heritage breed hens and a rooster and 
keeps them for the same purposes you plan to (i.e., egg production), 
then it’s worth asking if you can buy or trade some eggs for hatching. 

The Farmers Market
Some people have asked if you can hatch farmer’s market eggs to save 
costs. 

The answer is ... maybe. 

Before you attempt to hatch eggs from your local farmers’ market, you 
need details about the breeds of chickens raised and whether the eggs 
are likely to be fertile. 

If your farmer is raising hybrid chickens, chicks will not be true to breed 
and hatching is not recommended. If your farmer is raising heritage 
breeds or productive crosses (e.g., RIR hen with a Leghorn rooster), and 
keeps at least one mature rooster per ten to fifteen hens full-time, the 
eggs are likely fertilized and may be good for hatching. 

Fertilized eggs should be incubated within seven days of being laid and 
kept at 55°F prior to incubation. They should be clean, but not washed. 

Most legally sold farmers market eggs must be refrigerated after 
collection, which means eggs will be stored at lower-than-ideal egg-
hatching temperatures. This can reduce hatchability. 
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They may also be washed. To ensure fertility, you may want to ask the 
farmer if you can schedule pickup of unwashed eggs immediately after 
collection, but before refrigeration. Some farmers may be open to this, 
particularly if you are already a good customer. 

How to Hatch Successfully 

Buy an Incubator
If you plan to hatch eggs regularly (i.e., to raise your own meat birds), 
it is totally worth buying an incubator and egg turner to improve your 
hatch rates. 

I hatch eggs about once a month and use the Hovabater Genesis with 
automatic egg turner. 

 ( It has a circulating fan and built-in temperature control and display 
panel. All I need to do is make sure all systems are working and 
occasionally add clean water to the humidity tray to keep the humidity 
between 50–60 percent. 

 ( Then, about two to three days before hatching time, I take the eggs out 
of the egg turner and remove it, and then lay the eggs out on the wire 
mesh bottom. 

 ( One to two days before hatching, I add more water to raise the humidity 
to 65 percent. 

This model is really easy to use. Chicken eggs take twenty-one days to 
incubate, and hatch rates are about 70 percent with minimal work on my 
part. 

However, there are many other great options available.
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Low-Cost DIY Incubator
If you want to opt for a low-cost homemade version, a light bulb in a 
divided Styrofoam cooler with a cup of water to add humidity works 
fairly well. 

A good thermometer and humidity reader are also needed. 

You can find a variety of plans online by searching “simple DIY egg 
incubator.” 

Ideally, you should manually turn eggs at least three times per day during 
the first two weeks of incubation, alternating at 45° angles, with the pointy 
end of the egg down. 

I say “ideally” because many chicken keepers forget to turn eggs with 
this frequency and still have decent hatch rates. 

But some detailed studies have shown optimal hatch rates occur with regular 
turning during the first two weeks. And setting hens are quite regimented 
about turning a clutch of eggs, so there must be something to it.

Wash hands immediately prior to turning eggs and keep the lid of your 
incubator clean to reduce the risk of bacterial contamination in your 
hatching eggs. 

Also, do not turn eggs the last two to three days prior to hatching. 

Incubating Essentials
Regardless of whether you buy an incubator or make one, most home-
scale incubators perform better at regulated household temperatures 
than they do in barns or sheds. 

Site your incubator in a location with minimal drafts and constant 
ambient temperatures between 65–75°F. Clean thoroughly prior to 
each use. 
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Some people candle eggs during incubation to check for chick progress. 
“Candling” involves holding a really bright flashlight to an egg in a dark 
room. This allows you to see what’s happening inside the egg at various 
stages of development. 

You can find a lot of good information on candling through web searches. 

But, for your first time incubating chicks, it’s probably better not to worry 
about candling or only to candle once between four and seven days into 
incubation to ensure chick development has commenced. 

Eggs that show no signs of development by this time can be removed 
from the incubator. 

Overhandling or mishandling of eggs is one of the main causes of hatch 
failure. So until you get the hang of things, the less you handle your eggs, 
the better.

The First Twenty-Four Hours

Let Them Fully Dry
Even though it is nearly impossible to resist 
reaching into the incubator to dry and snuggle 
that first chick to hatch ... DON’T! 

Chicks need to be fully dry before leaving the 
incubator. 

Also, opening the incubator during hatching 
reduces humidity, which can make it more 
difficult for other hatching chicks to emerge 
from their shells.
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Common advice from chicken owners who hatch their own eggs is to 
remove dry chicks from the brooder once every 24 hours. Mail-order 
chicks go one to three days without food and water, so don’t feel like you 
have to rush chicks from the incubator to the brooder.

Let Them Hatch Alone
Sometimes chicks just can’t seem to make it out of the shell. 

Our compassion usually compels us help them. But chicks who struggle 
in hatching usually die for other reasons within a couple of days. 

There are chick survival stories, but they are fairly rare and usually result 
from extra care by chicken keepers who have advanced-level chick-
hatching skills. A typical hen would not help a chick with the hatching 
process and there’s probably a good reason for this. 

If you must try, then give the chick at least twenty-four hours to make it 
out on its own before you intervene. Start by just extending the cracked 
area to give the chick more room to break out. And be prepared for post-
hatch losses either way.  

Expect Males, Too
Finally, keep in mind that 50 percent of your chicks will likely be male. 
So have a plan for rehoming (i.e., finding willing takers) or butchering 
extra roosters.

Boosting Survival Rates
To summarize, key factors in good hatch survival rates are as follows:

 ( Start with properly stored; fresh; clean, but not washed; fertilized eggs.

 ( Since average home hatch rates are about 70 percent, always hatch 
a few extra eggs to improve your chances of getting the number of 
chicks you want.
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 ( Maintain constant temperatures in the incubator of around 100°F.

 ( Keep humidity in the incubator between 50–60 percent during 
incubation and increase it to about 65 percent one to two days prior to 
and during hatching. Add only clean water to your humidity trays.

 ( Turn eggs three or more times per day for at least the first two weeks of 
incubation using an automatic egg turner or well-washed hands.

 ( Leave chicks in the incubator until their downy covering is fully dry.

 ( Be amazed at how nature works and accept that not all chicks are 
meant to be.

The Brooder
Whether you get chicks by mail, pick them up at the farm supply store, 
or hatch them yourself, you will need a brooder. 

Brooder Requirements
Brooders don’t need to be complicated—
they just need to simulate the heat and 
protection a mother hen would provide 
to young chicks. 

Heavy-duty plastic containers, wooden 
boxes, old bathtubs, repurposed rabbit 
cages, baby pens, or just about anything 
that provides a safe containment area 
can be used. 

You also need a heat source such as 
a heat lamp. 
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Maintaining Proper Warmth

There are many web resources that will give you specific heat requirements 
such as maintaining 95°F for the first week, then dropping 5°F per week. 
But many chicken owners raise perfectly healthy chicks without the use 
of a thermometer. 

And if you’ve ever seen baby chicks with a mama hen, you’ll note that 
they frequently brave temperatures below 95°F and only take a quick 
warm-up with mama when necessary.

The key to going thermometer-less in your brooder is to give chicks 
options for self-regulating. 

The simplest method is to heat only part of your brooder space. 

By positioning the heat lamp on one side of the area, chicks can hang 
out under direct heat if cold and move away from the heat when they are 
hot or active. 

 ( If chicks are constantly huddled together for warmth under your heat 
lamp, you need to lower the lamp height to increase warmth. 

 ( If they spend all their time as far away from the light as possible, you 
need to raise your lamp so your chicks don’t cook. 

 ( If chicks divide their time between the two areas and sleep under the 
light alone or in small groups rather than large chicken pileups, you’ve 
got your lamp height just right. 

 ( Panting is also a surefire sign that the brooder is too hot.

By placing food and water on the cool end of your brooder area, you 
encourage chickens to venture out and acclimate to cooler temperatures. 
If chicks aren’t venturing out to eat once you’ve shown them where the 
food and water are, then consider temporarily moving the food and water 
closer to the light. Begin moving it back to the cooler side as chicks 
become more comfortable and confident.

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 49

Removing the Heat Source
There are a lot of guidelines available regarding when to remove 
supplemental heat sources. 

However, again, if you pay attention to your chicks’ behavior, guidelines 
aren’t necessary. 

 ( When chicks stop lounging under the light, raise the light a few inches. 

 ( Repeat every day or two until the lamp is providing minimal heat to 
your brooder box. 

 ( Then turn off the lamp and note if chickens huddle for warmth. If so, 
turn the lamp back on for a couple more days and try again.

Keep in mind that the length of time chicks will need supplemental heat 
also depends on the temperatures in the area where you raise chicks. 

If you raise them in your home at 70°F with no drafts, then after the first few 
days you may only need to offer supplemental heat at night (when chicks 
are less active). If you raise chicks in an uninsulated area with significant 
temperature drops at night and cool cross breezes, supplemental heat 
may be needed for several weeks.

Raising Chickens in a Coop
If you plan to raise your chickens in your coop, you may want to consider 
building an Ohio-style brooder box to use inside it. 

This concept dates back to 1942, after electric lights became readily available. 

You can read more about the initial design concept online, and you can 
find free updated building plans on various websites by searching “DIY 
Ohio brooder.” 

I have not used it myself. But Kyle Montgomery at York Farm in Mount 
Airy, North Carolina, used this concept in his coop to brood a large flock 
of chicks in a section of his barn. 
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He highly recommended it. 

Based on his experience, it seems 
that construction is simple, costs are 
minimal, and this system works well 
even in uninsulated areas.

Safety Considerations
Whatever brooder style you choose, 
keep in mind that heat lamps can 
be a fire hazard and a danger 
to hyperactive chicks. So, be 
conscientious in your lamp placement, 
create barriers to keep chicks from 
bumping into the light, and make sure 
lamp clamps are secured. 

Also, chicks are naturally curious, so 
don’t put anything inside the brooder 
area that could be a safety hazard. 

Finally, check chicks regularly to make sure needs are met and their 
environment is secure.  

Bedding, Feed, and Water  
for Brooder-Raised Chicks

There are just a few more things you need to raise healthy chicks. 
Absorbent bedding, quality food, and clean water are musts. 

Although there are all sorts of widgets available, and all sorts of studies 
around to tell you all the reasons why you need fancy this or expensive 
that, it’s not necessary. Chicks really just need their basic needs met. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 51

Overcomplication of an otherwise simple process can sometimes introduce 
unnecessary risks. 

Following are some ideas to help you make your own choices about what’s 
right for your chicks.

Bedding
Most chicken keepers say to avoid cedar wood shavings for bedding, as 
these may cause respiratory problems. I used cedar chips before I knew 
this and had no problems, but since they are more expensive anyhow and 
don’t break down in the compost pile, I avoid them now. 

You also don’t want to use materials that are too dusty, like wood ash or 
sawdust, as these can definitely cause respiratory problems. Other than 
those suggestions, just about anything goes—pine shavings, newspaper, 
cardboard, paper pellets, straw, herbicide-free grass clippings, dried 
leaves, mulch, old clothes, towels, etc. 

The really important thing is that bedding should be changed or refreshed 
every day or two so poop-related problems don’t accumulate.

Feed and Water
Chicks always make a mess of food and water. 

While you don’t want them to run out, you also don’t want to keep any 
more in the brooder than necessary. If you must leave chicks alone for 
several hours, Mason jar water and feed dispensers work well and are 
easy to find at farm supply stores or online retailers. 

However, if you have the luxury of being able to check on your chicks 
frequently, then small containers like ramekins or plastic tubs work 
perfectly fine.
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Minimizing Water Risks

I’ve heard that chicks occasionally drown in their water bowls. 

I have never had this happen, but as frequently as chicks fall asleep in 
their food bowls, I am sure that it is possible. To minimize risk, I use a tip 
from Anita Collins of Root Hog Farm and put rocks in my water bowls for 
the first couple days. 

Choosing Feed

On the food front, your best bet as a beginner is to buy chick starter from 
your local farm-supply store. Chick starter has more protein content than 
layer feed, which is important while chicks are growing and feathering. 

You usually get an option for medicated or non-medicated feed. 
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Medicated feed will contain something called a “coccidiostat” that helps 
chicks fight coccidiosis until they develop their own immunity. 

If your goal is to raise organic chicks, then skip the medicated feed. 

Some chicken owners believe oregano and cinnamon may be helpful 
alternatives to medicated feeds. More information on natural alternatives 
can be found through online research. 

Anita, my pal at Root Hog Farm, also taught me that introducing chicks 
to coccidia bacteria slowly by bringing a teaspoon of soil to the brooder 
every few days can help build chicks build immunity naturally. I actually 
take my 3+ day old chicks to the soil by letting them play for a few 
minutes each day in grassy areas where chickens have not been. 

I also handle them after gardening and before washing my hands to give 
them more exposure.

Chicken owners must decide for themselves whether to opt for medicated 
feed or to take steps to build chicken immunity naturally. 

Regardless of your feed choice, until your chicks have had time to develop 
a healthy immune system, it makes sense to keep them away from areas 
that have been heavily trafficked by other chickens, since they are more 
likely to have higher concentrations of coccidia.

Socializing Chicks
One final consideration when raising chicks is socialization. Chicks need 
chick friends, so always plan to raise at least a few at a time. 

But chicks also need regular human contact. 

This is not about making friends (which is also fine), but about making 
your job as a chicken keeper easy. It’s no trouble to pick up a chick out 
of a brooder box when they are the size of an Easter Peep, but those 
balls of fluff ultimately become chickens. 
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And a chicken afraid of human contact is hard to catch.

Socializing Laying Hens
If you are raising laying hens, you will want to pick hens up several times 
a week to do routine chicken health checks. This is easier to do if you 
established a touchy-feely relationship from the outset. 

I make it a habit to handle chicks several times a day in the brooder 
and at least once a day until they begin laying. After that, I scale back to 
a couple of times a week to give mature hens their independence.

Should You Socialize Meat Birds? 
If you are raising meat birds, forming a physical relationship is a bit 
counterintuitive. 

Mentally, you may have an easier time slaughtering chickens if you 
haven’t cuddled them for most of their short lives. But if one of your goals 
in raising meat chickens is to ensure a humane kill, being able to pick 
them up and carry them quietly to the kill cone is much less terrifying 
for a chicken than being chased into a corner and thrown in a box for 
transport. 

If you are raising a large flock, it may not be practical to handle all your 
meat birds. But if you are raising only a few birds at a time, it is definitely 
worth considering. 

I initially kept my distance, believing it would make it easier when the 
time came. 

But I now socialize all animals that I raise for meat or other purposes. It 
actually made it easier for me to butcher them knowing that they didn’t 
spend their short time in my care scared to death every time I brought 
them food and water. 
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How to Socialize Chicks
Socializing is easy to do if you start young. 

 ( Carefully pick up and handle your 
chicks often. Use one had to hold 
and one to “catch” in case they 
try to take a nose dive back into 
the brooder. 

 ( Avoid picking them up when 
they are eating, because that’s 
like making a child stop eating 
an ice cream to give you a hug 
(it does not build goodwill). 

 ( As they become more 
comfortable with being 
handled, they will often climb 
into your hand to roost on 
your finger and see a bit of the 
world beyond the brooder walls. 
This is a sign that you’re on the 
right track.

Hatchery chicks are sometimes more skittish initially because they were 
handled impersonally at the hatchery and then had a very scary box ride 
to reach you. 

Be patient. Put them down if they show signs of stress and wait a while 
before trying again. 

With conscientious handling, they will eventually come around. 
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From the Brooder to the Coop
When chicks no longer need supplemental heat, you can move them from 
the brooder. However, a three-week-old chick might not be ready for 
a coop designed for adult-sized chickens. 

Interim Coops
If you have about half a square 
foot of room in your brooder 
for each chick, you can 
leave them there until they 
are a couple months old, 
or about half their mature 
size. Alternatively, you can 
prepare an interim space 
for keeping your chicks. 

As with a brooder, what you 
use to confine your chicks is 
up to you. 

However, you will likely still need 
bedding. Predator protection will be 
critical. And food and water containers will need to be upsized. 

To avoid spillage from tipping or sullying from droppings, elevating food 
and water dispensers is a good idea. The goal is to raise containers above 
rear-end level, but still make sure chicks can reach with their beaks.  

Introducing Free Ranging
If you intend to free range your chickens, now is a good time to start 
introducing them to grass and other vegetation. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 57

You can either bring chopped greens to them, or you can give them 
protected access to green areas. 

I start my chicks “free ranging” in an upside-down laundry basket, with 
the handle holes covered in tape so they can’t escape and get themselves 
in trouble. 

 ( I’ll usually start by giving them fifteen to twenty minutes of laundry-
basket time in a grassy area each day for about a week. 

 ( I increase by fifteen minutes per day the next week, and work up to an 
hour. 

 ( I don’t bring them out in inclement weather at this point. 
 ( Predators find chicks and young chickens totally irresistible, so 

I recommend you don’t leave birds unattended if there is any potential 
for predation (even a neighbor’s cat). 

Later, you can move them to larger areas using moveable tractors or other 
temporary shelters to provide better predator protection. (We’ll cover 
more details on chicken tractors in the next chapter.)

Additional Considerations
Keep in mind that young chickens may still need supplemental heat 
during cold weather until they reach their mature chicken weight. 

So, keep your brooder heat source handy and use it in your transitional 
space if needed. 

And keep socializing your chickens-in-training!

If you already have chickens and are adding more to your existing flock, 
make sure you do research on how and when to make the introduction. 
Flock integration can be tricky, and lethal to new chickens if not handled 
properly. 

Since this is a beginner’s guide, we won’t be covering it here. But keep 
in mind that you’ll need do to more advanced research on this before 
adding to your flock.
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Buying Mature Birds
If you want to get straight to egg laying for your first go-round, there are 
a few more options for starting your flock that are worth considering. 

Where to Buy
Breeders and hatcheries may offer point-of-lay hens, also called started 
pullets, for purchase. 

Some companies offer shipping services, while others only allow for 
pickup of mature birds. Sometimes mature chickens don’t travel well, so 
there are additional risks in transporting older chickens. 

You can also buy mature chickens from other backyard chicken keepers 
by searching for sellers using online using resources like Craigslist. 
Sometimes you can even buy entire flocks if chicken owners are moving 
or have life-changing events that make it difficult to keep chickens.

Avoiding Problems With Training and Health
Buying mature birds can make starting your flock simple if chickens are 
well-socialized and trained by previous caretakers. 

But, similarly to buying a mature cat or dog as a pet, full-grown chickens 
may also come with training issues that can be challenging to overcome. 

The best way to avoid problems is to meet the chickens in person 
before you buy.  

Or, if buying from hatcheries, talk to others who have bought from the 
same source. For biosecurity reasons, hatcheries may not be able to give 
you access to their chicken-keeping areas, so in that case checking 
references is really important. 
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What to Watch for When Buying From Backyard Sellers
Although you can certainly have success buying chickens through 
classified ads, backyard sellers are not held to the same standards as 
commercial retailers in terms of disease, virus, and parasite management. 

And not all backyard chickens are raised equally. 

View the Entire Flock

To minimize your risks of bringing home unwanted problems, ask to see 
the entire flock, not just the birds being offered for sale. By viewing the 
entire flock, you can get a good sense of your risk-level for bringing 
home existing problems. 

Ask for explanations about any birds that seem less than healthy. 

Even the best chicken keepers occasionally have a sick or wounded 
chicken, so give them a chance to explain and decide for yourself if 
concerns still exist. 

For example, sometimes a lame bird is a sign of a nutrition deficit, but 
sometimes it’s the outcome of a well-healed dog bite that might have 
been lethal with a less skilled keeper. 

Experienced chicken keepers recognize signs of illness earlier and will 
often isolate sick birds to avoid spreading illness and to protect weakened 
birds from being pecked. So, an unhealthy bird that has been moved to 
a safe area might be a good sign rather than a reason for concern. 

Less skilled keepers may not even recognize issues or risks in their flock, 
which can mean more risks for you as a buyer. 

If you have any doubts about the health of the flock, trust your gut and 
pass on the purchase. No chicken owner has regretted not bringing home 
a sick chicken, but many have regretted bringing home an unhealthy one, 
or one loaded with lice or mites, or one with other issues.
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Ask How Chickens Were Raised

Also ask for details on how chickens were raised to make sure their 
current conditions are similar to how you intend to keep chickens. 

Converting a free-range chicken to a confined chicken is not an easy task, 
even for a skilled chicken owner. And converting an overly pampered pet 
chicken to a paddock-raised, scrap-eating forager may cause a chicken 
stress that can lead to other problems. 

The closer the chicken’s current habits are to the environment you intend 
to offer, the greater your chances of successful integration.

Age Considerations for Laying Hens and Meat Birds

A hen’s peak laying time is from six to eighteen months, so you also want 
to know the age of the chickens and get a sense of their current laying 
status. 

Bright red combs are a good indication that a hen is, or is about to be, 
laying. 

Buying hens over two years old is not advised if your goal is high egg 
production. But older hens are great garden workers and have well-honed 
scratching skills, so they might be fine if you are just raising a couple of 
chickens for a little backyard company. 

Older chickens, particularly hybrids, may be more prone to health 
problems, though, so you might want to pass on an older hen even as 
a pet.

Sometimes you can buy ready-to-harvest or partially raised meat birds. 

For example, a backyard keeper may have more than they need due to 
broody hens hatching unplanned chicks. Additionally, some owners may 
realize too late that they aren’t up to the task of butchering. 

It’s important to know the age of chickens for meat-preparation purposes. 
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Generally, chickens over six months old are considered stew chickens 
and require longer cooking times than tender young chickens. 

Also, if the method of feeding matters to you, be sure to ask about the 
chickens’ diet.

Transporting Your New Chickens
As we covered in Chapter 1, chicken are livestock, and the transporting 
and sale of chickens are regulated by state authorities. 

You may want to check into chicken transport laws prior to making 
a purchase. 

Hatcheries manage the transport process for mailed chickens, but 
transport after pickup is usually up to the owner.

Now that you ready to buy or raise your own chicks, let’s take a look at 
coop styles and chicken foraging methods. After that, we’ll crunch some 
numbers to help with coop and flock-size decisions.
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If you are reading this eBook hoping to figure out the absolute best 
coop option available for raising happy chickens, you’re going to be 
disappointed. 

That’s because the coop, as we know it today, is more about what humans 
want than about what makes chickens happy. 

There is no single perfect coop. 

Most of your decision-making depends on your location, regulations, and 
preferences. As long as you keep a few basic chicken needs in mind, the 
rest is up to you. 

Meeting Chickens’ Needs
From a chicken’s perspective, its needs are basic:

 ( Fresh air

 ( Clean water

 ( A patch of dirt to use as a dust bath

 ( Lots of forage (particularly insects)

 ( Options to let it escape from predators

 ( Enough freedom of movement that it doesn’t have to spend all day 
standing in its own poop

Sometimes it needs a little private time, away from the rest of the flock. 
If it’s a broody hen, then it also wants a safe place to nest, undisturbed, 
for about twenty-one days.

The Last-Century Chicken
If it had been a backyard chicken a hundred years or so ago, it may have 
roosted in the barn with other animals, roosted in a tree, or found shelter 
around the porch of the family that threw it scraps. 
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Maybe it spent its nights in a designated outbuilding reserved just for 
chickens, but it probably wasn’t anything like the luxury chicken manors 
found on sites like Pinterest today.

It probably didn’t have a nest box. 

Eggs were often collected by children in a manner resembling 
an Easter egg hunt, since the hen’s goal was to hide its eggs for 
safekeeping until it had enough to make it worth risking life and limb 
to set a nest. 

As long as it laid eighty or so eggs a year and managed to hatch a brood 
of chicken replacements once in a while, the family that let it forage in 
the yard was content to keep the bird around. 

As far as predator protection went, the bird and its flock mates kept 
watch and used elaborate vocal communications to warn each other 
when trouble was near. If there was a rooster among them and the 
flock was attacked, he might defend the hens in his care to the death, 
if necessary. 

Mamas would also protect their chicks by sheltering them in her wings. 

But, among mature hens, with the moral imperative to survive and 
reproduce hardwired into their chicken nature, the expression “you don’t 
have to be faster than a bear, just faster than the guy behind you” usually 
applied. 

Weak or sick hens were often pecked to death by stronger hens for the 
health and safety of the flock. 

And though the birds may have really appreciated it when the lady who 
lived in the house threw them kitchen scraps or a handful of grain, they’d 
watched her wring enough chicken necks to realize they should scatter 
if she got too close.
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How Things Have Changed
Things have changed a bit in the last hundred years. 

As more areas are developed and populations increase, so does predator 
pressure on livestock. And it’s not just your random roaming mountain 
lion (which is now a rarity in the suburbs) or a wily coyote. 

Now, chickens have to be careful about domesticated dogs and cats, 
escaped pet snakes and ferrets, car traffic, and even overzealous or 
malicious neighbor children. Top that off with all the local legal ordinances, 
HOA requirements, and other lethal hazards in our environments, and 
we’ve got to rethink the way we raise chickens. 

Toward that end, let’s take a look at chicken space needs.

The Truth About Chicken Spaces
A hundred years ago, eggs were eaten when available and chicken meat 
was reserved for special occasions. Now, the average American eats 90 
pounds of chicken meat15 and about 250 eggs16 per year. 

In fact, chicken-based products rank No. 3, just below bread and dessert, 
among our sources of calories in the American diet.17 

Living Space for Factory-Farmed Chickens
The amount of space and quality of life considered suitable for raising 
chickens seems to have declined in direct proportion to the amount 
of chicken meat and eggs we want to eat. Today, your grocery store 
egg layer gets about a sheet-of-paper-sized allotment of space and 
shares a battery cage the size of a filing drawer with five to nine 
other hens.18 
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Your typical grain-fed broiler gets only eight-tenths of a square foot per 
bird.19 

“Free-range” birds need only two square feet of space outdoors to qualify 
and “pasture-raised” requires 108 square feet per bird.20  

All of us who are concerned about the state of our factory-farmed food 
system would love to give our chickens as much room to roam as their 
hearts desire. But sometimes you’ve only got a limited area to work with. 

And when you factor in the costs of predator protection, less space starts 
to make a whole lot more sense. 

The Ideal Amount of Space for Chickens 
So, how much space do chickens really need to be healthy and happy? 

We’re not talking about how much they can survive in, but more like what 
amount of space would be enough to keep you from having to trim their 
beaks to keep them from pecking each other to death. 

The answer is, “less than you 
might think, but more than 
factory farms allot.”

Right-Sizing Your Coop

As Marjory tells us in 
her Grow Your Own 
Groceries video series, 
you will need about four 
square feet of space per 
chicken in the coop if they 
will be allowed to forage 
outdoors most of the day. 
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If your chickens will be confined full-time, then you need to add an 
additional 10 square feet to that number. If you have an 8-foot-by-8-foot 
coop, or 64 square feet of chicken space, you can protect 16 chickens for 
overnight lodging and only 4 chickens for full-time living quarters. 

But as Marjory also points out in her video, a suburban backyard may 
be best suited for about two or three hens if you intend to allow your 
chickens unfettered access to your landscape. 

Cost Considerations

Building or buying coops can be expensive—even if you free-source 
your materials by using discarded pallets, scrap wood, or non-traditional 
building materials. 

The larger your coop, the more labor intensive it will be to build and 
the more space you have to maintain. It may also mean more regulations 
to navigate and more hoops to jump through. Additionally, if you live in 
cold-climate areas, smaller coops that keep chickens in close contact are 
warmer without supplemental heat. 

So, bigger is not always better when building a coop. However, for overall 
chicken health and happiness, the more outdoor foraging space you can 
provide the better. 

These space suggestions are just a starting point for determining your 
coop size and style of raising chickens. Let’s take a closer look at a few 
other things you want to consider before you settle on a specific coop 
style.
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Coop Concerns
All chicken owners need to think about predator protection and poop. 

Chicken books and blogs often break these ideas down into more 
categories. But for simplicity and easy memorization, we settled on these 
two concepts as the big ideas chicken keepers should address to provide 
safe, healthy habitats for chickens.

Predator Protection
Many chicken owners will tell you that the hardest part about keeping 
chickens is keeping them safe. When you confine chickens to a limited 
space, you also limit their ability to protect themselves from predation. 

Also, when you invest your time and resources into caring for your flock, 
you don’t want to face the 40 percent loss rate that would occur if your 
chickens were not housed in a predator-proof coop.21 

Suburban development has placed pressure on wildlife to seek new 
habitats and find alternate ways of feeding themselves. As a result, 
suburban areas are sometimes the most predator-prone places of all. 

Add to that the number of backyard pets eager to express their genetic 
history (i.e., dogs descended from wolves, house cats from jungle cats), and 
you’ve got lots of incentive to place priority on building a rock-solid coop.

Ways Predators Can Breach a Coop

Here’s a few predator facts to be aware of when planning predator 
protection. 

 ( An owl can fly through an open window and carry away a small chicken. 

 ( A fox or digging dog can tunnel under a foot of dirt to get to your 
chickens. 
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 ( A determined raccoon can claw 
through chicken wire, reach 
a paw through openings 
over an inch wide, and 
open many doors. 

 ( A bear can tear a door 
from its hinges.

Planning All-Around Predator 
Protection

Given these examples, as you are 
planning your coop, you will want 
to consider predator protection 
overhead, underground, and all 
around (e.g., windows and eaves). 

This includes measures like the following: 

 ( Burying wire mesh (better than 
chicken wire) underground around 
the perimeter of your coop or placing 
it underneath moveable coops, over 
windows, around eaves, and over any 
openings otherwise not protected 

 ( Building a floor in a fixed coop or 
elevating a coop off the ground to 
deter diggers 

 ( The use of electric fencing, motion-
sensing lights, or even a well-trained 
livestock guardian dog (LGD) 

 ( The use of overhead netting if flying 
predators (e.g., hawks, owls, magpies) 
are a big concern—or keeping 
chickens confined until they are full-
sized
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You may also want to keep separate storage and feeding areas and make 
egg collection a frequent activity. 

Many predators, such as bears, snakes, and opossums, are more interested 
in your chicken feed or eggs than in eating your chickens. By removing 
red-carpet invites like a feed trough housed in your coop and by emptying 
nest boxes daily, you can discourage some predators.

If there are other chicken keepers in your area, talk to them to find out 
what kind of predator pressure they have experienced to determine 
where to focus your efforts and what to expect.

Poop (Ventilation and Cleaning)
Yep, I just said poop, not manure. When the thick, putrid stink of fresh 
chicken droppings first hits your nasal passages, you’ll understand why. 

This stuff doesn’t come out as lovely, garden-friendly manure. 

It’s as rank and nasty as our stuff is until the freshness dissipates, which—
depending on degree of soppiness and external humidity—can be 
minutes to hours. 

How poop is treated in the collection process also determines whether 
it is useful manure or nuisance “feces” (as it is often referred to in city 
ordinances on chicken keeping).

Managing the Smell

Chickens may have just as many olfactory senses as human beings,22 so 
managing poop odors is as important for your chickens as it is for you 
(and your neighbors). 

For indoor areas, good ventilation is key. 

 ( You can use wire-mesh covered windows or vents for this purpose 
and open coop doors during the day. Placing windows on opposite 

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 71

sides of the coop 
with access to the 
prevailing winds 
can be helpful. 
However, keep in 
mind, ventilation 
is good, but drafts 
in extremely cold 
weather are bad. 

 ( For cold-weather 
areas, avoid 
placing ventilation 
openings directly 
across from nest 
boxes or roost bars. 

 ( For warmer climates, 
feel free to take 
advantage of cross breezes over roost bars. Or better yet, opt for 
an open coop, with plenty of fresh air for your chickens’ olfactory 
pleasure.

Other ways to minimize poop odors include adding a layer of fresh litter 
to poop-catching surfaces (e.g., straw, wood shavings, or cardboard chips 
on floors) or using a square head spade to scrape up manure and ladle 
it into a lidded bucket on a daily basis. 

Alternatively, if you use a chicken tractor instead of a coop (more on that 
shortly), you may need to move your chickens once or twice daily to 
keep them from spending the day standing in their own poop or creating 
problems in your soil from excessive nitrogen and phosphorous.

Except with a chicken tractor–style coop, you will need to the clean up 
the poop in the coop—and the more often the better if you want to cut 
down on pests, attract fewer predators, minimize the potential for health 
issues in your flock, maximize compost for your garden, and remain 
friendly with your neighbors.
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Coop Design With Cleanup in Mind

So, an important consideration related to poop and coop design is easy 
cleanup. 

If considering an elevated coop, it’s a good 
idea to bring it up to waist height and make 
sure you can reach all parts of the coop by 
bending at the waist rather than hunching. 
This way you can use a hand shovel, dust 
pan, and brush for easy cleaning. 

In larger elevated coops, this may require 
more doors for comfortable cleaning access. 

A coop that is tall enough to stand up in 
with easy-to-sweep floors or pitchfork-
accessible areas also works. 

And the fewer unnecessary horizontal 
poop-catching surfaces, the better.

Bottom line, the easier your coop is to 
clean, the more likely you will be to 
clean it. 

A clean coop contributes enormously to chicken well-being. It also cuts 
down on the likelihood that neighbors will take offense over your keeping 
chickens. Plus, fresh poop has a lot more benefits for your compost pile 
than old, dried droppings, so collect it early and often.

If chicken poop accumulates in outdoor run areas or heavily trafficked 
chicken hangouts, occasionally adding some kind of mulch material or 
hosing down the area to dilute and distribute can help. 

However, your best method for minimizing poop plots is to use moveable 
pens or paddocks to direct chicken activity. And this conveniently brings 
us to the topic of coop styles.

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 73

Coop Styles
The word “coop” is really just a broad term used to signify the amount of 
protected space you provide for chickens. Coops are not always coops.

Unconventional Coops 
Sometimes coops are actually 
chicken tractors (i.e., moveable 
chicken housing) like the one 
shown to the left. There are 
also larger tractors that are 
essentially big fenced runs with 
a roof cover that work really well 
for raising meat chickens. 

Coops can even be a section of 
a greenhouse, hoop house, or barn. 

Given that chickens are descendants of jungle fowl, you can also simply 
give chickens access to trees for hiding and roosting and the protection 
of livestock guardian dogs and electric fences to ward off predators.  

For a good overview of alternative ways to raise chickens, you can 
download a free copy of The Grow Network’s guide 6 Ways to Keep 
Chickens by Paul Wheaton. Simply click here to get a free pass to The 
Grow Network Library. 

Paul details the pros and cons of chicken-keeping methods, ranging from 
factory farming, to a fixed coop and run, to pasture paddocks. Although 
some methods work better with larger areas of land, aspects of each can 
be adapted for use in many suburban backyards. 

After you’ve had a chance to review Paul’s analysis of the various chicken-
raising methods, read on for some ideas on how these concepts can be 
applied to your backyard. 
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Three Common Coop Styles
Many of your decisions may be 
dependent on the regulations in 
your area, so before you commit to 
a particular style, you may want to 
confirm that your preferred chicken-
raising method will be acceptable in 
your community.

The Fixed Coop and Run
The fixed coop and run is usually 
the easiest to start with in areas with 
extensive local ordinances or HOA 
rules. Choosing a version that is small 
in size, is aesthetically pleasing, and has 
the potential for full-time confinement 
of your backyard chickens can help 
expedite approval processes and assuage 
neighbor fears. 
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Off-the-Shelf Coops
As an example, the off-the-shelf coop shown below is sold at Tractor 
Supply. It includes an enclosed space for night protection, and roost bars 
and a “run” for daytime entertainment and foraging. 

(A run is a protected area attached to a coop that gives chickens access 
to forage.) 

This example looks a bit heavy to move regularly, but you can purchase 
an extended run to give chickens more daytime space.

The model shown comes from Tractor Supply and costs less than $250, 
depending on purchase location. It has about 20 square feet of floor 
space. 

Using Marjory’s space calculations, this coop is better suited to four 
chickens part-time and only 1.4 chickens full-time. But with the addition 
of an extended run, it could provide suitable space for two chickens full-
time. 
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Preserving Vegetation
The challenge of a fixed 
coop and small run area 
like this is that the 
chickens will destroy the 
vegetation in the run 
area in a few hours. 

When the vegetation is 
gone, the soil is bare, 
which means mud when 
it rains, dust when it 
is dry, and massive soil 
erosion over time. And 
without sufficient rain 
and drainage, you can end 
up with a poop problem, 
so cleaning the run may be 
necessary. 

You can keep soil from being lost and cut chicken feed costs by planting 
a chicken garden around the perimeter of the run. This garden would 
include long-standing greens like kale and chard or come-and-cut greens 
like mustard and lettuces. 

Chickens will trim any growth that crosses into the run. 

When you visit the chickens, you can cut or gather a handful of nutritious 
greens to throw in the coop. 

Supplemental Nutrition
Even with a thriving coop-side chicken garden and lots of kitchen scraps, 
the number of insects available as forage inside a fixed run area will be 
limited, so you will need to provide a lot of supplemental chicken feed 
to ensure adequate nutrition. 
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You can also opt for a larger run. 

This will cut down on cleaning issues and give chickens more sources 
of entertainment. But generally, over time, chickens will manage to turn 
large fenced runs into dust bowls, too, without some sort of rotational 
management of the space or the frequent addition of new mulch 
materials. 

Odor Control
If you also grow vigorous aromatic herbs like mints or oregano, you can 
chop and drop these inside the run as fragrant mulch to help with odors 
in between rains. 

By scratching and eating the herb cuttings, chickens will help to release 
the fragrance and disperse it in their own droppings. 

This may help prevent parasite buildup, as well.

Regardless of run size, odor can be an issue with a fixed coop in hot 
weather or at times when you can’t clean the coop as well as you’d like. 
So, position your coop a good distance from your outdoor dining areas or 
the windows and doors of your home. 

Also, keep mulch on hand to use to suppress odors when necessary.

The Fixed Coop with Free-Range Access or Paddock Areas

As a remedy to the downsides of the fixed coop and run, you can allow 
chickens to free range or provide paddocks for rotational grazing. 

When applied to eggs or meat packaging, the term “free range” literally 
only means two feet of outdoor space per chicken. But when most 
backyard chicken keepers use the term, we are talking about letting our 
chickens loose in the yard.
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Chickens as Gardeners————and Garden Destroyers
Depending on your landscape, 
letting your chickens free range 
may or may not be a good 
idea. 

Chickens are notorious 
scratchers. 

A flock of chickens 
can decimate a newly 
planted garden in 
minutes. However, in an 
established landscape with 
a variety of trees, shrubs, 
perennial flowers and 
grasses, and plenty of space, 
a few chickens can actually 
help with yard work. 

For example, if you need help weeding, scattering a handful of chicken feed 
over a weedy patch will encourage chickens to peck and scratch in that 
area. Also, using a shovel to flip over a hunk of soil in a weedy area will 
kick-start scratching by exposing worms and other delicious soil critters. 

If you plan to free range chickens in your yard, then you want to take 
measures to protect newly planted areas or slow-establishing plants until 
they have deep root systems and significant top growth. 

Chicken wire, netting, or wire-mesh fencing wrapped around T-posts 
works well for protecting trees and bushes. 

Annual plants usually have less developed root systems than perennials 
and may require more protection from chickens, even when established. 

If you plan to keep an annual vegetable garden, you will want to consider 
permanent fencing suitable to keeping chickens out (i.e., at least four 
feet tall) or electric netting. 
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Predator Protection
You also want to keep predator protection in mind when allowing chickens 
to free range. Predator pressure is more intense at dawn, dusk, and night, 
but this is no guarantee that an enterprising predator won’t seize an 
opportunity in broad daylight. 

Allowing chickens to free range within a fenced backyard or while 
supervised can limit predation risks. 

However, there are certainly stories of hawks attacking while chicken 
owners watched or persistent predators braving a six-foot permanent 
fence in broad daylight. 

Free ranging comes with more risks than full-time confinement in 
a predator-proof coop. Keeping a couple more chickens than you actually 
need is a good idea to mitigate predator losses. 

The Paddock System
As an alternative to unfettered free-range 
access, chicken paddocks can be useful 
to prevent the destruction of vegetation 
in a backyard setting. 

A paddock system is designed to 
divide your available chicken-grazing 
area into smaller sections for rotational 
grazing. This concept will work really 
well if you already have a permanent 
fence around the perimeter of your 
backyard that is suitable to provide 
your main predator protection. 

Then, inside the yard, you can use 
temporary or lightweight fencing to 
limit chicken activity to one section at 
a time. 
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You can also just use moveable electric fencing around each paddock as 
needed if you don’t have a permanent fence for predator protection and 
chicken confinement.

In an ideal paddock system, the coop is located at the center of your 
paddocks so that chickens can lay eggs in their normal nest boxes and 
can let themselves into the coop each night. You can install chicken doors 
on each side of the coop to provide access to each paddock area. 

Or, if you only have one chicken door, you can encircle the coop in the 
netting each time. 

Using the single door method, you will end up with some overworked 
areas directly around the coop, but you can mulch as necessary to prevent 
soil erosion and minimize odors. This same concept can be applied to 
any shaped yard with a little space planning and ingenuity. 

How Much Land You Need
An acre of land can support about 50 free-range chickens full-time without 
excessive nitrogen buildup from manure or too much wear and tear on 
your grass and plants.23 

If we scale this down to backyard chicken–keeper terms, this means you 
need about 871 square feet per bird for optimal stocking density for 
soil health. If you have roughly one-tenth of an acre of yard, you can 
accommodate four to five free-ranging or paddock-ranging hens.

If you have less yard than this, you may need to limit the number of hours 
hens are allowed to free range or adjust your number of hens. 

Alternatively, if you have a really productive, heavily planted yard, you 
may get away with less area per chicken. Some chicken guides suggest 
that as little as 250–300 square feet could be sufficient to have free-range 
chickens and still keep your yard intact. 

Many chicken keepers opt to keep chickens in a coop or run during 
the day and allow them to free range an hour or so before dusk to limit 
damage to landscapes. 
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You will still need significant supplemental chicken feed with limited free 
ranging, but your chickens will be healthier and happier with some kind 
of access to fresh lawn and other vegetation on a regular basis.

Attracting Chickens to the Coop
Whether you free range or paddock range your chickens full-time or 
part-time, you may occasionally need to attract them back to the coop 
before dark (when they would naturally go in). 

This might be necessary if, for instance, a predator is nearby or too much 
damage is being done in a particular area of your yard. 

Training with treats is a good way to do this. 

Mealworms, pasta, a handful of cracked corn, or any kind of sweet fruit 
make great chicken treats.

Also, always bringing treats to your chickens using the same container 
makes for a useful visual indicator to get chickens’ attention. 

Practice luring your chickens in with treats when you first begin to allow them 
to free range so the skill will be well-developed later when you really need it.

The Moveable Coop or Chicken Tractor
If you have a relatively level yard, 
a chicken tractor or moveable coop 
is a great way to use chickens to 
mow your lawn and eliminate the 
need for industrial pesticides, 
herbicides, or fertilizers. 

Basically, by putting your coop, 
chicken shelter, or run on wheels, 
or making it lightweight and 
sturdy enough to drag, you can 
move the entire chicken area on 
a daily basis. 
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This gives chickens access to fresh grass each day and limits risks for 
overgrazing in particular areas. 

Marjory was not a huge advocate of the moveable coop concept initially, 
because the coop styles she tried were cumbersome to move. However, 
after she stumbled across a new set of wheels that made moving coops 
simple, she was converted. 

You can check out full details on Marjory’s find online and see her 
chicken tractor in action.

Chicken Tractor Considerations
When considering tractor or moveable coop designs, keep the following 
points in mind: 

 ( Meat and laying chickens have different space needs. 

 ( Food and water must move with the coop. 

 ( And extra steps may need to be taken for predator prevention given 
that moveable coops are lighter weight and are not usually dig-proof.

Marjory’s tractor, shown above, 
is perfect for meat birds 
as it has a roof cover for 
shade and protection 
from the elements. Meat 
birds don’t grow to full 
size until just before 
slaughter, so they don’t 
need as much space 
in the coop as full-size 
laying hens. 

Marjory’s model could 
be used to accommodate 
as many as 50 meat birds 
if moved frequently. 
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It provides predator protection from hawks and owls and is heavy enough 
to discourage non-diggers. However, the electric netting shown in the 
background and Marjory’s livestock guardian dogs (not shown) are the 
main predator deterrents for this design.

Moveable coops for laying hens needs to include one nest box for every 
four or so hens. Additional predator protection is advisable given that 
laying hens take five to six months to begin laying. 

A-frame style coops work well for these purposes without adding 
significant weight.

Marjory has some excellent solutions for simple ways to provide water in 
a moveable coop. Please see Chapter 6 for more details.

Tractor Tips and Tricks
Whether you opt for a fabulous set of wheels or a drag-and-drop model, 
keeping paths free of debris makes moving coops easier. 

If a healthy lawn is your goal, moving coops daily is necessary. 

However, if you want to prepare a new vegetable bed or start a food forest, 
leave chickens an extra day or two to clear existing vegetation and pre-till 
soil. You can also use chickens to scratch in compost by spreading it in 
an area and then moving the tractor over that area for chickens to work.

You can use a chicken tractor even with free-range chickens. Being able 
to move the coop to patch grass or clean poop can be useful. 

Or, you can put a Joel Salatin–style spin on your moveable coop by using 
it with your paddocks. In this variation, rather than centrally locating 
a fixed coop, you move the tractor to a new paddock periodically. 

Joel does this on a very large scale, in rotation with cows and other 
livestock. 

But it can certainly be done on a smaller scale and can help prevent 
buildup nitrogen in the soil around the coop. 
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Just move your coop and reposition your electric netting while chickens 
are closed in the coop (e.g., in the morning before you let them out). 
When they step out of the coop, they are in a new paddock, but at night 
they always go back to the same coop. 

This way, there’s no confusion for chickens.

Roosts and Nest Boxes
There are many varying opinions on roost bar height and diameter and 
on nest box styles. Your main goals in providing roost bars and nest boxes 
are to make your chickens feel safe and comfortable while also making 
your cleaning and egg collection jobs easy.

Roost Bars
When raising meat birds in 
simple moveable coops, 
roost bars are not usually 
provided and chickens 
make do with standing 
on the ground. 

But chickens in natural 
settings do like to 
roost and laying hens 
appreciate a cozy, 
semiprivate laying 
location. So, it makes 
sense to include these 
items in your coop 
design for chickens you 
plan to keep for a while.
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High Roosts

Heavier birds can be injured by hard 
landings from high roosts. 

Some veterinarians and experienced 
chicken keepers also believe high roosts 
can contribute to injuries that increase 
the chances of chickens getting bumble 
foot, a staph infection that creates 
galls on the feet and may lead to 
premature death if untreated. 

Narrow vs. Wide Roost Bars

Narrow roost bars require more 
gripping, which may cause tendon 
issues in more mature chickens. 

For these reasons, you want to consider lower roosts and wider roost 
bars. Also, even though chickens often crowd together on the bars, it’s 
a good idea to plan 12–18 inches of roost bar space per bird so they can 
all fit comfortably.

Poop Trajectory

The other factor to keep in mind for roost bars is poop trajectory. You 
don’t want the higher roosting chickens to “air bomb” your lower roosting 
chickens, so make sure the bars below are out of the drop zone. 

And as what drops down also needs to come out of the coop, consider 
making mobile or hinged roost bars so you can easily clean the drop 
zone. 
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Nest Boxes
Nest boxes are about making your chicken want to lay eggs where it will 
be easy for you to collect them. 

Trial and Error

I inherited a coop that had built-in nest boxes. My hens never laid in 
them. 

Instead, they laid in some straw in the corner underneath the nest boxes. 
So, I put galvanized tubs in that area, and all 13 of my hens happily lay 
in one tub closest to the corner. 

Even though there are multiple nest options, all the hens wait to lay in 
the preferred tub. 

They even sometimes lay two at a time in one tub. 

I tried using larger cat carriers instead of tubs in the same location, but 
the hens laid next to the carriers instead of inside.

Making the Nest Box Safe and Cozy

My mixed flock of laying hens seems most concerned with overhead 
protection for their nest boxes, and they seem to favor a little elbow room 
over enclosed nest boxes. They also like to share, so you may not need 
one box to every four hens, as is usually prescribed. 

But you don’t want them to nest elsewhere, so give them plenty of options. 

Soft nesting material is a must for hen comfort and to prevent eggs from 
breaking. Also, temporarily keeping a couple of golf balls in your nest 
boxes does seem to help new layers figure out where you want them to 
lay.
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Even though my girls 
won’t lay in the nest 
boxes shown above, 
several of them love to 
roost on the dividers 
between the nests. 
They don’t fight and 
jostle for position 
on these short bars 
the way they do with 
longer roost bars or 
those with varied rung 
heights. 

I even have a couple who 
sleep in the nests rather 
than roosting. 

I have 16 feet of roost bar space in the coop, so it’s clear that they just 
prefer to roost here. 

Part of the fun of having your own flock is figuring out what your birds 
like best and developing your own nuances of care and chicken-keeping 
style. 

I encourage you to try your own experiments in your coop and make 
your own observations about what works and doesn’t work. Roost bars 
and nest boxes are one easy place to start. 

Keep safety and practical aspects in mind, but also have some fun!
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Coop-Training Your Free-Range Chickens
For a domesticated chicken, there’s no place like home. 

They like having a coop to come home to every night and enjoy the 
safety of being closed inside by a caring keeper. 

However, they need to know where home is. 

Before you start free ranging your chickens, keep them enclosed in the 
coop for a day or two to help them settle in. Then prepare them for free 
ranging by putting up a temporary fence around the coop for a few days. 
Or, let them out for supervised excursions and carry them back to the 
coop periodically to remind them where it is. 

At dusk, do a head count and help any late arrivals find the coop. 

You can put chickens on the first rung of your roosts to show them what 
to do. Don’t start them on a high bar as those are reserved by the flock 
for chickens high up in the pecking order.

Even after they’ve acclimated, evening head count is a good idea. 

Every once in a while, I have a free-range hen who doesn’t make it back 
and finds an alternative roost area that might be as secure as the coop. 
By doing a head count at dusk, I can still see well enough to track her 
down and put her up before dark.

Now that you are familiar with several coop types, foraging styles, 
chicken space needs, and roosting and nesting concepts, let’s get on to 
that number crunching I promised you.
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Determining how to right-size your flock involves more than calculating 
coop area. 

It’s a bit of a moving target based on different variables. 

Beyond coop considerations, you need to decide how many chickens you 
actually need and want to provide eggs, meat, manure, and other benefits 
for your family. 

You also need to make sure this number of chickens meshes well with 
legal requirements and regulations, available space, and neighbor 
tolerance for noise and odors. Your number of chickens may also vary 
by breed selection. 

And finally, you want to make sure your costs of raising and keeping 
chickens fits your budget expectations.

Feed Cost Estimates  
and Egg and Meat Costs

To start figuring flock size, let’s take a look at feed costs and how to use 
them to determine your cost per egg or cost per pound of meat.

If you are keeping two or three hens, feeding them kitchen and garden 
scraps, and giving them plenty of yard space to forage and search for 
insects, your feed costs may be minimal. 

If you are keeping a larger flock, giving each of your chickens 871 square 
feet of prime year-round chicken forage, and raising supplemental insects 
or legumes for protein, your feed costs may also be reduced. 

In other situations, providing a lot of feed may be necessary. 

Although your exact feed needs will vary by chicken breed, available 
forage, quality and quantity of scraps provided, and other feed sources 
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used, it’s a good idea to start your flock planning with the worst case 
scenario so you don’t get sticker shock later. 

Let’s begin our look at feed and product cost calculations with laying 
hens.

Feed and Egg Cost Calculations for Laying Hens
Generally, chicken-feed manufacturers recommend about 10 pounds of 
feed for the first 10 weeks of a chick’s life, and then about 1.5 pounds 
per week after that. Feed prices vary by chicken age, with chick starter 
(hatch to about 10 weeks of age) being most expensive since it has 
higher protein levels. 

Grower feed (11–20 weeks) and layer feed (21+ weeks of age) are usually 
a few dollars cheaper than chick starter. 

Some owners may also opt to provide higher protein food during molts, 
which usually costs about the same as chick starter.

Doing the Math

Feed prices can range from $8 per 50-pound bag if you buy “standard” 
feed (i.e., not organic, with GMO corn and soy) directly from a feed mill, 
to $35 (or more) per 25-pound bag if you want organic, non-GMO, soy-
free feed from a custom supplier. 

For the most reliable feed-cost estimates, determine the price per pound 
for the feed you actually intend to use, and don’t forget to include tax 
and shipping costs, if applicable.

As an example, we’ll use prices of $18 for chick starter, $16 for grower 
feed, and $14 for layer feed. 

These are about the prices you’ll find for 50-pound bags of standard feed 
at chain farm-supply stores. 
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To get the per-pound price, take the total purchase cost and divide by 
the number of pounds in the bag (e.g., $18 divided by 50 = $0.36 per 
pound). 

Then, to calculate layer feed costs, use the following formulas:

Chick starter price (per lb.) multiplied by 10 lbs. = Cost first 10 weeks

Grower feed price (per lb.) multiplied by 15 lbs. = Cost 11–20 weeks

Layer feed price (per lb.) multiplied by 146 lbs. (1.5 lbs. x 104 weeks) =  
= Cost for next 2 years

Next, sum these figures to get the grand total feed costs for the typical 
useful lifespan of a backyard layer. (Hens can live and lay longer, but egg 
production will vary wildly, so general calculations won’t be useful.) 

Using our example prices, here is what per-hen feed costs would be:  

($0.36 x 10 = $3.60) + ($0.32 x 15 = $4.80) + ($0.28 x 146 = $40.88) = $49.28

For simplicity, you can also just use your layer feed costs multiplied by 
171 pounds of feed for a rough estimate. But we’ll be using the chick and 
grower estimates again for heritage breed meat chickens, so you may 
need that information later. 

Also, you can reduce your layer feed costs with some ideas we’ll cover 
later. 

But as a new chicken keeper you probably won’t want to skimp on 
starter and grower feed, since early development is critical to long-term 
productivity. So, these costs are what you should expect to pay for the 
first 20 weeks of raising laying hens. 

Feed prices change seasonally and in response to commodity market 
activity, so price fluctuations will also impact the accuracy of these 
estimates. 
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Recent trends have helped keep prices low. (These trends are good for 
chicken owners, but tough on grain farmers, and may not last long-term.)

Life Cycles and Culling

The life cycle of a laying hen is typically five to six months to raise 
followed by two years of productive laying. 

Factory farms generally cull (slaughter) layers, based on egg performance, 
within one to two years of when they begin laying. 

After two years of hard laying, hens will often begin to show signs of 
fatigue. 

Egg production may become sporadic, and egg quality may decline. In 
chickens bred specifically for early and heavy laying, health problems 
sometimes manifest. Even in heritage breeds, older hens are more likely 
to become egg bound and need temporary intervention to 
get laying back on track. Production will most 
certainly decline.  

Molting, Aging, and Egg Production

When a chicken loses all of its feathers 
(hard molt) or some of its feathers 
(soft molt), egg production declines or 
disappears for an 8- to 12-week period. 

The first molt normally occurs before 
the second winter if the chick was 
originally hatched in spring. 

A chicken’s second adult molt, in 
their third winter, may take longer 
than the first molt. This cuts deeper 
into egg production. 
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Additionally, older hens tend to lay less in winter, even with supplemental 
light to simulate longer day length.

Hatcheries provide data on egg production based on the first year 
of laying. They generally do not provide data on second-year laying 
performance, but some do indicate that production usually drops by 15–
20 percent in the second year. 

After that, estimates generally only come from backyard chicken keepers, 
and they vary wildly. 

Some estimates show a 35 percent loss of production in year three. But 
there are also plenty of chicken keepers who have kept rigorous records 
and have losses of 65 percent of production or more depending on breed 
and individual chicken performance.

The High Cost of Not Culling

If you have a top performer who continues laying productively into their 
third year of laying or beyond, you can calculate additional years of feed 
cost using this formula:

Layer feed price (per lb.) multiplied by 78 lbs. (1.5 lbs. x 52 weeks) =  
= Cost for 1 year

If egg production is critical for you, you may want to consider replacing 
your second-year layers with new hens when they begin their second 
adult molt. This idea is often difficult for new chicken owners to 
contemplate, but it is important to take into consideration when planning 
your flock. 

Let’s take a closer look at why culling is a normal practice in raising 
laying hens. 

If your chosen breed of chicken typically lays 180 eggs the first year, they 
will likely see a 20 percent reduction in the second year, or 144 eggs. 
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But realistically, even if your hen lays 180 
eggs, you probably won’t be able to eat 
all of those eggs. Some will break, be 
swallowed by a garden snake, be too dirty 
to eat, or be hidden in some secret nest. 

So, perhaps you only collect 160 eggs in 
the first year and 124 in the second. 

Your useful egg count becomes 284 
eggs in a two-year period, and your 
egg price is $49.28 / 284 = $0.17 or 
$2.08 per dozen.  

In year three, your hen only lays about 
60 eggs, but since about 20 eggs are 
uncollectible each year, you only get 
to eat 40 eggs. With layer feed costs of 
$0.28 per pound by 78 pounds, your feed 
costs for the third year are $21.84. 

Using our formula of feed costs divided by collected eggs ($21.84 / 40), 
we discover you are now paying $0.55 per egg, or $6.55 per dozen. 

And this is if you feed your chickens standard feed.

If you apply these same feed estimates using organic, non-GMO, soy-free 
feed, at per-pound costs of $1.50, $1.40, and $1.35 for chick, grower, and 
layer feed respectively, your costs are $233.10 for the first two years, or 
$0.82 per egg / $9.84 a dozen. 

By year three, your feed costs are $140.45 per year, or $3.51 per egg / 
$42.13 per dozen. 

Budgeting High to Help Prevent Surprises

If you are raising your chickens as pets rather than producers, and eggs 
are just a bonus, then these figures can help you plan your budget for 
the life of your chickens. 
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But if you are trying to raise chickens as a means to meet your family’s 
egg needs and stick to a budget, then culling becomes critical. 

There are many ways to reduce your feed bill, so don’t panic yet. 

But there are also other costs like oyster shells, veterinary bills, etc., to 
consider. Using a high estimate for feed costs as a placeholder in your 
budget gives you a little wiggle room to cover other unplanned costs.

There are other side benefits to owning chickens that can’t be calculated 
in egg prices, such as garden fertility, lawn mowing services, pest control, 
and better health and happiness for you. 

So don’t forget to factor those items in when determining whether your 
egg price is right.

Now it’s time to determine costs for raising chickens for meat production.

Feed and Price-per-Pound Calculations for Meat Chickens
Hybrid meat breeds such as the Cornish Cross that are raised in 
confinement take about two pounds of feed per pound of live-weight 
chicken. 

Feed Ratios for Hybrid Chicks

For chicks with a life expectancy under 10 weeks, using pasture will 
not necessarily reduce feed ratios since young hybrid chicks are not 
normally skilled foragers. Also, more active foragers may actually 
gain less weight and need more feed as a result of their high level of 
activity.

For fast-fattening of hybrid chicks, full-time confinement and free access 
to chick starter is usually more economical. 
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Under these conditions, you can use the following formulas to calculate 
price per pound:

Goal live weight at slaughter multiplied by 2 =  
Amount of feed (e.g., 4 lbs. x 2 = 8 lbs. feed)

Lbs. of feed x cost per lb. = Total feed cost (e.g., 8 x $0.36 = $2.88 in feed)

Live weight x 70% = Edible weight (e.g., 4 lbs. x 70% = 2.8 lbs. of meat)

Total feed cost  / Edible weight =  
Cost per lb. (e.g., $2.88  / 2.8 lbs. = $1.03 per lb.)

For organic, non-GMO feed at $1.50 per pound, the same hybrid chicken 
will cost you $4.29 per pound.

Feed Ratios for Heritage Breeds and Free-Range Crosses

Heritage breed and free-range crosses (like Kosher King, Freedom Ranger, 
etc.) take longer to mature than confined hybrid chickens. They are often 
kept for 16–20 weeks to reach adequate slaughter weight. 

Given the longer time investment, goal weights at slaughter are usually 
closer to five or six pounds instead of four pounds for a confined hybrid 
broiler. 

Additionally, you may want to change feed types from chick starter to 
grower rations, although some people prefer to just use chick starter.

For more accurate estimates on feed costs given the longer growing time, 
it’s better to use calculations similar to those used for laying hens to 
determine per-pound cost. 
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To recap, those calculations are as follows:

Chick feed (per lb.) multiplied by 10 lbs. = Feed cost first 10 weeks (e.g., $3.60) 

Grower feed (per lb.) multiplied by 15 lbs. = Cost 11–20 weeks (e.g., $4.80) 

Total cost of feed = 10 week cost + 11–20 week cost (e.g., $3.60 + $4.80 = $8.40)

Live weight x 70% = Edible weight (e.g., 5 lbs. x 70% = 3.5 lbs. of meat)

Total feed cost  / Edible weight = Cost per lb. (e.g., $8.40  / 3.5 = $2.40) 

For our organic, non-GMO feed example, the cost per pound would be 
$10.28 per pound.

What to Feed Meat Birds

Even when raising meat birds on pasture, most of the chicken’s diet will 
likely come from chicken feed (either store-bought formulas or mixes you 
make). 

This is because these chickens need to reach mature weight quickly 
in order to be tender, and during most of their growing time they are 
not expert foragers. Pasture provides lots of great nutritional benefits to 
chickens and to you when you eat those chickens, but it won’t pack on 
the pounds like formulated feed. 

Additionally, most people raise meat birds at higher stocking densities 
than they would raise laying hens. This means you run more birds on less 
land, so the available forage is shared over more birds. 

That results in fewer calories in the pasture for each bird.

Some chickens mature faster, so you may not need a full 10 weeks of 
grower feed. However, meat birds tend to eat a bit more than the 1.5 
pounds of feed used in these calculations, particularly as they get closer 
to maturity. 

So, even if you expect growing times to be shorter, you may want to stick 
with a 20-week estimate as a placeholder.
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Keep Good Records

When you raise your first flock of meat chickens, keep good records and 
use that data to calculate your budget for next time. 

Also, you may find substantial differences depending on when you raise 
meat birds. The poultry I raise from June to September pack on more 
pounds for less feed than those I raise from March to June or October 
into winter. 

The warmer weather and wider variety of available forage and insects 
seems to play a big role in my price per pound for pasture-raised meat.

Counting Your Chickens  
Before They Hatch

We have finally arrived at the point where you bring together all the 
information we’ve covered so far on regulations, raising and buying 
chickens, coop and space concerns, and your needs and budgetary 
considerations to help you determine the number of chickens that make 
sense for your particular circumstances. 

Let’s get started.

Determining Your Maximum Number of Chickens
If your city allows eight chickens in a backyard coop, but requires them to 
be confined at all times, eight chickens might be your maximum number. 

However, if your available coop and run has 64 square feet of space, and 
your chickens will be in it full-time, you really only have enough room 
to comfortably accommodate four, maybe five, chickens at a time. As we 
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covered earlier, confined chickens need about 14 square feet of space for 
optimal health and good behavior. 

So, 64 square feet divided by 14 square feet per chicken equals a little 
more than four hens. 

If you have great ventilation, lots of greens and scraps to bring your 
chickens daily, and give your chickens ways to entertain themselves, you 
might get away with less than 14 square feet per bird, so you could push 
your number of hens to five in 64 square feet of space. 

Even if you live an area with no regulations on number of chickens and 
you plan to give your chickens plenty of room to roam, your maximum 
may be dependent on how much feed you are willing to buy. 

If you have a $200 budget per year for chicken feed, then you may only 
be comfortable starting with four or five chickens until you know your 
actual feed costs. 

If you have lots of kitchen and garden scraps and plan to grow worms 
and flies for your flock, then you might be able to push your limit to six 
chickens or more depending on how much work you are willing to do to 
reduce your feed bill.

Every chicken keeper’s circumstances will be different, so you will 
need to determine your maximum number of chickens based on your 
conditions. Before you move on to figure out how many chickens you want 
to keep, make sure you know how many you are able to keep in good 
health, in compliance with applicable regulations, and with respect to any 
budgetary factors.

Here are a few formulas that may help you determine your chicken 
maximum.

Number of hens x Estimated feed costs for laying hens (see page 92) =  
= Feed costs for your laying flock (e.g., 8 hens x $49.28 for standard feed =  

= $394.24 for a  2.5 year commitment to 8 laying hens)
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Number of hens x 4 feet = Coop-size suggestion for free-range chickens

Number of hens x 14 feet =  
Coop and run space minimum for confined chickens

Number of hens x 871 square feet = Ideal free-range area (to keep your 
lawn healthy and cut some of your feed costs with forage)

Determining Your Need for Laying Hens
How many eggs do you eat a year? And how many pounds of chicken 
meat do you eat? 

As mentioned earlier, people living in the U.S. average about 250 eggs per 
person and around 90 pounds of chicken.  Your actual consumption may 
be very different than this, so it is important to look at your real-life habits. 

You can do this by thinking about your typical weekly menus or 
considering your weekly shopping list. 

If you have a few months before you need to place your chick order, then 
you may want to track your purchases to get reliable figures. 

Many people eat a portion of their eggs and meat while dining out, 
so unless you plan to change that habit when you have chickens, don’t 
include those consumption rates in your calculations.

Egg Calculations

If your family eats three eggs per day, five days a week (three eggs x 
five days x 52 weeks = 780 eggs per year), and uses about a dozen eggs 
a month (12 eggs X 12 months = 144 eggs per year) for baking and 
cooking, your annual egg consumption is 924 eggs per year. 

If you expect to collect 160 eggs (180 total eggs less 20 eggs lost for 
various reasons) in the first year from your heritage breed hen, you need 
about six hens (924 eggs eaten / 160 eggs per layer = 5.77 hens needed, 
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rounded up to six) to provide all the eggs for your family during your 
chickens’ first year of laying. 

In year two, when egg production drops by 20 percent and you collect 
124 eggs, you would need eight hens to make sure you get enough eggs 
for your family. 

Consider Your Layers
As long as your maximum number of chickens allows it, you can add 
more hens in the second year to meet your egg needs. 

However, if your coop can only support four hens, then you may need to 
consider a more productive layer to get closer to supplying all of your 
own eggs.  

For example, according to Cackle Hatchery, the Golden Comet hybrid 
lays 250 to 320 eggs per year. 

To ensure your hens will lay enough eggs, use the lowest hatchery 
estimate and then subtract 20 for unavoidable losses. This gets you an 
estimated egg collection rate of 230 eggs for this hybrid in the first year. 

Divide your number of eggs needed by your estimated egg-collection 
rate to find out how many chickens you need (e.g., 924 eggs needed / 
230 eggs per hen = about four hens if they are all first-year layers). 

In year two, you might collect 200 edible eggs, which puts you at only 
800 eggs with four hens. 

Use the Lowest Egg Estimate
Similar to using the worst-case scenario for feed costs, using the lowest 
egg estimate helps ensure that you get the supply of eggs you need. If 
your layers end up on the high side of the hatchery-estimated egg rates, 
then you have a better chance of providing all your egg needs in your 
layers’ second year, too. 

And if you have extras, you can always give some to your neighbors and 
your postal agents to build goodwill around your chicken-keeping activities.
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As you can see from these examples, meeting your egg needs is a bit of 
a moving target. It depends on the breed chosen, the age of your hens, 
and how many hens you have room for, the right to keep, or the budget 
for. 

It takes a bit of strategy to get it right, but that’s part of the fun.

Here’s a summary of those calculations to practice with:

Breed’s low egg estimate – 20 (estimate on egg loss) =  
= Number of eggs estimated for collection

Number of eggs desired  / Number of eggs estimated for collection =  
= Number of hens (in an ideal world)

Calculating number of hens needed based on egg productivity, and then 
finagling this figure with respect to your maximum chicken capacity is 
the starting point for right-sizing your flock. 

This information helps you place your initial order or start your chicken 
search. 

But the next part of the process is maintaining your flock population and 
continuing to meet your egg needs as hens’ age and egg productivity 
declines.

Making an Attrition Plan for Laying Hens
As a long-term chicken keeper, you will also need to keep in mind 
attrition or turnover rates. 

These are terms often used in the business world in reference to staff 
or equipment. But when egg production is a key factor in why you are 
raising chickens, then you also need to keep these concepts in mind as 
a chicken owner. 

Attrition or turnover is the rate of loss and replacement. 
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A few things to think about related to these terms are deciding on a culling 
strategy, having replacement plans for unexpected losses, and planning 
when to start new chicks or order replacement layers to maintain your 
flock’s egg production. 

Culling

Culling, as we’ve already covered, is standard in factory farming. In 
a backyard setting, since it takes five to six months to raise a layer, it 
usually makes the most sense to keep a chicken for two laying years 
before you cull. 

With heritage breeds, you can often luck out and get three years of good 
laying. 

However, egg count with heritage breeds is often lower than hybrids to 
begin with, so it may still make sense to cull in the second year to keep 
egg count high.

Once you decide when to cull, then you need to figure out how to cull. 

For backyard chicken keepers, being able to cull is not always 
straightforward. Some cities don’t allow backyard slaughter. That means 
you have to take your birds to a USDA or state-licensed processor. Some 
processors aren’t willing to process small orders of birds, so you may 
have a hard time finding a processor to slaughter chickens in your area. 

Another option is to sell mature hens to people who want them for garden 
helpers or as pets for kids, but your state may have regulations that make 
selling pet chickens difficult. 

That leaves you with the two “if all else fails” options:

1. Take your chickens to friends or family in unregulated rural areas to 
slaughter.

2. Give them away.
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Planning for Losses

Keeping more chickens than you need is one way of making sure you 
have enough hens for your laying needs, but this isn’t always possible. 

 ( Buying started or point-of-lay hens is another option if you have 
unexpected losses. 

 ( Buying mature hens from other backyard chicken keepers can also 
work. 

 ( Having friends, or relationships with farmers, who keep chickens and 
are willing to share or sell their eggs until you can raise new chicks is 
also a good idea. 

Once you get hooked on backyard chicken eggs, it’s really hard to go 
back to bland grocery store offerings.

Replacement Layers
We’ve already covered the methods for buying and raising chickens, so 
you know how and where to get them. But now you need to plan when to 
get them to make sure you never run out of eggs. 

When to Get New Chicks

Since you know that chicks take five to six months to start, plan your next 
batch that length of time before you need them. 

Many hatcheries sell out on chicks in late summer, so starting replacement 
layers in spring is usually a good idea even if that means you have 
a couple months of crossover with your current layers before you cull. 

If you have a larger flock, consider staggering your layers so you have 
some one-year and some two-year layers in rotation at all times. 

This helps average egg production. 
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You have to start chicks annually rather than every two years using this 
method, which means more work to raise and integrate new chickens into 
your flock. But it also keeps your skills fresh and keeps life interesting 
for your hens. 

For me, hatching and raising chicks is fun, and I like to do it, even though 
there is a little work involved.

Should You Get a Rooster?

If you want to hatch your own eggs, or are hoping to have a broody hen 
hatch eggs for you, you will need at least one rooster for every 10 to 15 
laying hens to ensure that eggs are fertilized. 

However, before you commit to a rooster, make sure your local regulations 
allow roosters (many don’t). Also, make sure you can live with the realities 
of rooster crowing before you make the commitment.

Hens make some noise—chattering, singing, celebrating. But roosters are 
obnoxious! 

 ( They crow in the morning to announce the day. 

 ( They crow periodically throughout the day to ward off threats by 
declaring their territory, to pat themselves on the back when they mate, 
and even to celebrate hens laying eggs. 

 ( They crow in the evening to call the hens into the coop. 

 ( Pretty much the only time they don’t crow is when they sleep. 

 ( Roosters do crow at night if they sense predators nearby. Some roosters 
are extra territorial and feel the need to crow more often than others.  

Roosters can be aggressive, though not always. They are larger and eat 
more than your hens. 

They are sometimes rough with your hens and may reduce laying capacity 
by stressing them out. Though, that’s a rooster you wouldn’t keep long. 

On the upside, they also help protect your hens from predators. 
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Hens usually have fewer disputes and 
pecking problems if a rooster is present 
to keep the peace. 

And roosters are beautiful and 
fascinating to watch. 

If you have no regulations prohibiting 
roosters, a lot of property, no near 
neighbors, site your coop far away 
from your bedroom window, and 
really need a rooster, then go for it! 

To avoid problems with inbreeding 
and to ensure continued egg 
fertilization, bring in a new rooster 
every two to three years, too, and 
make stew of your old boy. Finally, 
if hatching your own eggs from your 
hens and roosters, remember that 
some of your chicks will be roosters, 
so as part of your replacement plan, you 
also need a meat-processing plan. 

On that note, let’s get to forecasting your meat flock.

Determining Your Need for Meat Chickens
Similar to calculations for laying hens and egg production, different breeds 
of meat chickens have different weight-gain potential. So you will need to 
have an idea of how big your chicken will get before you start forecasting. 

Cornish Crosses are usually harvested at four to five pounds. Most 
heritage breeds—usually dual-purpose birds like the Rhode Island Red or 
the Barred Rock—are normally harvested at five to six pounds. However, 
Jersey Giants, which were initially bred to replace turkeys, can top out at 
10 to 13 pounds.
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Calculating Consumption
As when calculating your egg needs, you want to start with some idea of 
how many pounds of meat you want and work backward to figure out how 
many chickens you need. 

Then you also want to keep any chicken maximums in mind. 

For example, if your family of four eats chicken twice a week and you 
each eat the recommended portion size of three ounces, that’s 24 ounces 
a week (three ounces x four people x two times per week). 

If you multiply that by 52 weeks, you get 1248 ounces, or 78 pounds. That 
puts you way below the American national average, which is 90 pounds 
per person, but you may also do some of your eating out.

Per-Chicken Meat Estimates
Next, you’ll want to know how much meat you can expect from the breed 
you plan to raise. 

For example, if you are planning to raise Barred Rocks, they are the typical 
dual-purpose heritage breed that is harvested at about five to six pounds. 

Since you want to make sure you have enough meat for your family, use 
the lower figure of five pounds for your calculation. Then, multiply this by 
70 percnt to get an estimate of how much meat you’ll end up with (e.g., 
5 pounds x 0.7 = 3.5 pounds).

Determining How Many Chickens You Need
Once you have your needs and your per-chicken meat estimates, then 
use these formulas to forecast how many chickens you need.

Pounds of meat desired  / Pounds of meat expected per chicken =  
= Number of chickens needed (e.g., 78 lbs. desired / 3.5 lbs. per Barred Rock = 

= about 22 chickens needed)
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Strategies for Special Circumstances

Most people who attempt to raise enough chickens to cover their 
consumption rates usually don’t have regulations on processing or on the 
number of chickens raised. However, if you do, there are a few strategies 
you can use to increase your potential meat production. 

For example, the Jersey Giants will take a bit longer to mature and will 
cost you more in feed than most other heritage breeds, but at a 10-pound 
harvest weight—or seven pounds of meat—you only need to raise half as 
many chickens to hit the 78-pound mark. 

Alternatively, if your city has an eight-bird maximum and you really want 
to raise your own chickens, then a Cornish Cross or other fast-maturing 
hybrid might be your only option. 

At a four-pound harvest weight, or 2.8 pounds of meat, you’ll need about 
28 birds. 

But since these birds mature in 6 weeks and are often available for 
purchase through November, you could start raising them in batches of 
eight on March 1, harvest and replace them every six weeks, and be able 
to provide all your own meat without breaking the law.

Since hatcheries ship birds in orders of 15, you would need to partner up 
with other chicken buyers to make this option work, or pick up directly 
from the hatchery. Also, shipping costs are often the most expensive part 
of a chicken order, so this may not be the most economical option if 
budget is a concern.

Processing Your Birds

If your area has regulations prohibiting backyard slaughter, then you may 
need to find a USDA or state-licensed processing facility to process your 
chickens. You’ll need to add these costs to your estimated expenses for 
feed and purchasing your birds. 
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Not all facilities will process small orders, so check first.

Also, make reservations, if possible. 

There’s a shortage of processing facilities in many areas of the U.S. that 
make it extra hard to get your poultry processed. In my area, it costs 
about $6 to $7 per chicken for processing. 

Alternatively, if you have friends with no processing restrictions, using 
their property for slaughter might be most economical.

Raising animals for meat really gives you an appreciation of why meat 
should be treated as a luxury rather than as “fast food.” You will often 
find, once you raise and slaughter your own animals, that a little meat 
goes a long way. 

Your habits may change as a result of your new perspective. 

So you may simply want to try raising 10 to 15 meat birds your first time 
through and see how it goes. 

Then, in your second year, you’ll have a better idea of how many chickens 
you really need to raise to feed your family.
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There are lots of ways to feed and water your chickens. 

Just like with your coop, as long as your method gives chickens what they 
need, it’s really up to you how you go about it. 

What and How to Feed Your Flock
As a new chicken keeper, until you know what good chicken health looks 
like, you will probably want to give chickens free access to formulated feed. 

To keep chickens from sullying their feed, hang a galvanized feeder or 
put your feeder on blocks. 

For laying hens, you also want to give chickens free-choice access to 
oyster shells as a calcium supplement. Marjory scatters her oyster shells 
under the trees where her layers forage, but you can also use a separate 
feeder for this purpose. 

If your chickens will be confined, you may also want to toss out some scratch 
grains daily to help with digestion and give them a little foraging fun. 

Chickens with free-range time won’t need scratch grains.

Determining How Much to Feed
Your typical dual-purpose layers need about four ounces of formulated 
feed a day, or roughly 1.5 pounds a week. If you want specific information 
on how much your flock eats, weigh your feed when you put it out, then 
count the number of days until it needs to be refilled. 

Divide that by your number of chickens, and you arrive at the amount 
your chickens actually eat. 

Pounds of feed  / Number of days to refill = Pounds of feed per day

Pounds of feed per day  / Number of chickens =  
= Average feed per chicken per day
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You can use this to plan your feed purchases and for more exact budgeting 
if needed. But it’s also fun to know your starting point, so that as you 
begin using other feed-saving measures, you can see how well different 
methods work for your flock.

Reducing Feed Costs
We’ve spent a lot of time calculating feed costs, so now let’s figure out 
how to reduce them. 

Here are some ideas for you to choose from. Mix and match, or try 
them all.

 ( Buy from a feed mill or buy in bulk. Feed mills usually have the lowest 
prices around. Unless you have one nearby, you may want to make 
a quarterly pilgrimage. If you have lots of chicken-keeping friends, 
consider joining forces and placing a bulk order.

 ( Try Robert Plamondon’s Two Feeder “Grain and Mash” System, 
which basically involves putting 20 percent chick feeder in one feeder 
and a cheapie like corn in another and letting chickens take what they 
need. Feed costs go down and chickens stay healthy by eating what 
they need.

 ( Mix your own chicken feed and ferment it. Feed mills and farm 
supply stores often sell bulk grains. Instead of buying layer mash 
or pellets, you can buy whole grains to mix your own feed, then 
submerge it in water for a few days to let it ferment. Fermenting 
makes the nutrients in the grain more nutritionally accessible so 
that your chickens eat less. Mixing your own feeds can be cheaper 
than buying preformulated feed, but you want to make sure it is 
nutritionally balanced. You can find a ton of recipes online to get you 
started, but your ultimate product will vary based on what’s available 
in your area. When you have a recipe with ingredients you can find 
near you, do a search for “chicken feed protein calculator” and use 
one to make sure you get to about 16% feed for mature layers with 
your mix.
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 ( Raise worms and maggots. Good table scraps can go directly to the 
chickens, but any composting materials not suitable for feeding to 
chickens can go in a worm bin or maggot bucket. Worms have more 
specified needs, so study up on “vermicomposting” for optimal worm 
production. But maggots are easy. Any old leftover meat found in the 
fridge and carcasses (including roadkill) can go in a bucket with a few 
holes drilled in it. Flies will come and lay eggs, and those eggs will 
become fabulous maggots that you can feed to your chickens. Yum!

 ( Attract insects using a light. You know all those bugs that hover 
around your porch light at night? Well, with a little ingenuity you can 
use that natural tendency to 
get chicken food to come 
to you. Just put a pan of 
water under the light 
and dinner takes 
a dip. In cooler 
climates, this 
works best when 
insect populations 
are high. What 
better way to help 
keep your beetle 
populations—June 
beetles, Japanese 
beetles, marmorated 
stink bugs, etc.—under 
control? (I stole this idea 
from Marjory’s awesome video series.)

 ( Set up a sprouted grains fodder system. Just like fermenting grains, 
sprouting them makes the nutrients more accessible to chickens, so they 
eat less. Also, with a few days of light and water, your grain can grow 
into short grass mats that chickens love. Confined chickens especially 
love this, because it gives entertainment as well as nourishment. An 
internet search will yield lots of free plans for making a fodder system. 
I combine my fodder growing with worm harvesting (see my Mother 
Earth News blog post for more details).
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 ( Collect neighbors’ leftovers. Offer to assuage your non-chicken-
owning neighbors’ guilt over all the leftovers they are sending to the 
landfill by making arrangements to collect their kitchen and garden 
leftovers. Many families do once-weekly fridge cleanouts (for example, 
on market day). Give them a container to put still-safe-to-eat, but 
unwanted edibles in and plan a weekly pickup time. If you end up with 
more than your chickens can eat, use the meats for maggots and the 
uncooked veggies for worms so they are recycled into food for later. 
Or, just freeze them. If you have extra eggs, be sure to share them with 
your helpful neighbors.

 ( Grow stuff for your chickens. Try growing a mulberry tree in your 
chicken run—but be sure to protect it until it is well-established. Grow 
Russian comfrey (not invasive) around the perimeter of your chicken 
run and toss your chickens a few comfrey leaves when you visit.  If you 
have an insect problem in your vegetable garden, grow pest favorites 
as “trap plants” near your chicken coop. This lures them out of your 
garden. Then, you can pick them off and toss them to your flock for 
their dining pleasure.  If you use paddocks or allow free ranging, plant 
nitrogen fixers in your yard like peas or beans and let chickens loose to 
eat the shoots and pods while they are young and tender. Avoid invasive 
varieties (e.g., Kudzu in the South, etc.).

 ( Use your chickens to help with your compost pile. Even with hot  
composting, there always seem to be some seeds that survive the  
process. Also, if you don’t have a grinder, compost may take ages  
to become fine and crumbly on its own. So instead, put your mostly 
finished compost in galvanized tubs and let chickens scratch through 
it. Your chickens may add a few fresh droppings, so don’t use this 
compost for things that grow in direct contact with the soil (e.g., 
lettuce, spinach) unless you age it for a while after the chickens 
finish up. 

 ( Let your chickens pick out seeds from straw you plan to use 
in the garden. You can let your chickens pre-sift and perform 
seed removal on straw bales you are planning to use as garden 
mulch. You can take the straw to them and then rake it back up, or 
you can bring them to the straw.  In my experience, chickens love to 
rip apart a straw bale and will spend a good while doing it before they 
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even realize they are in a garden full of food. I usually take one or two 
chickens at a time to my straw. When they fatigue or start looking at my 
seedlings, I take them back to the coop and bring the next pair. Fresh 
droppings are a concern with straw in the garden, too, so use it for 
climbers, long-season growers like winter squash, or things like okra 
or eggplant.

 ( Use a small chicken 
tractor. Even if you 
can’t free range your 
chickens, consider 
building a small 
day-use tractor 
to let a few out at 
a time and have 
them help with your 
mowing or garden 
preparations. Even 
if this is a bit outside 
the regulations 
in your area, you 
might not attract a lot of 
attention using a two to four 
seater like this one. Then you 
can hide it in your garage or basement when not in use. (If no one sees 
it, or notices it, then did you really break the rules?)

There are so many creative backyard chicken-keeping bloggers out there 
that even a few minutes on the Internet can lead you to other ideas to cut 
your feed costs. 

If you have the time and the inclination, try a little “Chicken Feed Limbo” 
by setting cost-saving goals for yourself, lqike reducing your original 
daily feed by 25 percent, then 35 percent, and see how low you can go. 

If you always keep formulated chicken feed out for your chicken, they 
will eat it if they need it, so there is no risk of you starving your chickens 
of calories or nutrition.
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What Not to Feed
Chickens are pretty smart about what they should and shouldn’t eat. 

But no chicken will turn down ice cream and chocolate if you offer it to them. 

They may not have many taste buds, but they can get addicted to simple 
carbs just like us. So of course, they’ll chow down on the sugary baked 
goods if you put them out there, and skip all the nutritious good stuff. 

If you don’t want fat, lazy, unhealthy, underperforming chickens, keep 
junk food off the menu. 

Chickens love carbs, too, so reserve pasta and bread as a treat and 
dispense it in small quantities so they don’t overdo it. 

Here are a few foods that you may not want to give your chickens: 

 ( Chocolate contains theobromine, which can be toxic to chickens and 
dogs.

 ( Raw potato peels contain a poison called solanine. The leaves of most 
plants in the nightshade family (e.g., tomatoes, potatoes, eggplant, and 
peppers) also contain solanine, so don’t offer those up as “greens” for 
your confined chickens.

 ( Stone fruit pits (peach, cherry, and apricot) contain cyanide, which is 
only a risk if the pit is opened. Chickens can sometimes do this using 
their beaks.

 ( Avocado pits contain a substance called persin, which is dangerous 
for animals.24 Persin from the pit may leach into the rest of the avocado, 
so it is generally considered better to avoid giving chickens any part 
of the avocado.

 ( Dried beans and rice should be cooked before serving them to 
chickens.

 ( Citrus makes some lists and not others. But either way, chickens don’t 
seem to like it.
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 ( Some people avoid feeding strong-flavored foods like onions because 
the taste transfers to the eggs. 

 ( You also may want to limit daily quantities of marmorated stink bugs, 
because if a chicken eats too many of them, its eggs will taste like 
cilantro. 

As long as mature chickens have other healthy food options available, they 
tend to avoid things on this list. But definitely don’t offer these items to 
your chicks or young chickens, as they tend to peck everything in sight!

Now that you’ve got a lot to chew on in the chicken feed department, let’s 
talk about watering options.

Watering Your Flock
Marjory is the master at animal 
watering systems. I should 
know—I wrote another 
eBook about how to get 
started building your 
own Marjory-styled 
systems at home. 

It’s called Simple and 
Effective Watering 
Systems for Small 
Livestock. (You can 
download a free copy of 
that eBook in the same 
place you got your free 
copy of Paul Wheaton’s 
6 Ways to Keep Chickens. 
Simply click here to get a free 
pass to The Grow Network Library.) 
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Simplify Your Life With Gravity-Fed Watering Systems

The concepts are simple and can be applied to every style of coop. 

For example, Marjory’s mini-tractor—which I recommended earlier in this 
eBook as a way to cut feed costs—uses the roof to collect rain water and 
is integrated with a gravity-fed watering system similar to one of the 
concepts covered in the eBook on watering systems. 

If you don’t want to set up a rain-collection system on your tractor, you 
can also just use a five-gallon bucket on a milk crate to make an easy-to-
move, gravity-fed system for your moveable coop. 

Or, for a fixed coop, you can use the 55-gallon drum variation to supply 
fresh water to a larger number of chickens with less daily work.

Basic Chicken Waterers

If you want to get 
started with a basic 
chicken waterer, we 
recommend using 
galvanized versions 
rather than plastic 
ones. 

Plastic waterers tend 
to be harder to clean 
and are an invitation 
for algae accumulation. 

For this type of waterer, 
you will want to change water 
frequently and give the water basin a good scrub every few days. Also, 
it’s best to put out at least two waterers at all times in case something 
goes wrong with one (e.g., clogs, spills, etc.). 
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How Much Water Is Enough?

Check and refill water sources regularly. Egg production drops with even 
short periods without water—and longer periods without water can be 
lethal. 

People often ask how much water chickens need each day. You can find 
a lot of estimates online, but the real answer is “as much as they want to 
drink.” 

Water should be freely available at all times. 

Always provide more than you expect them to drink to be sure they don’t 
run out. And keep in mind that just like humans, chickens drink more in 
hot or dry weather.
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Our experience with eggs from the grocery store has taught us that, to 
have good eggs, all we have to do is put our egg carton in the fridge and 
use the eggs before the expiration date. 

But “eggcellent” eggs don’t come from the carton. 

They come from healthy chickens.

Homegrown eggs also don’t need to be refrigerated in most cases, and 
can last much longer than your grocery-store variety. If you want healthy 
laying hens and high quality, long-storing eggs at home, here are a few 
things to keep in mind.

Keep Healthy Chickens
Your best egg production starts with healthy chickens. 

And healthy chickens start with good genes. 

Buying laying hens from reputable hatcheries and breeders with lots of 
happy, repeat customers is a good indicator that you’re on the right path. 
Or, if obtaining chickens from other chicken keepers, look for good egg 
statistics and a healthy flock.

To maintain good health, you need to raise your hens with adequate, 
regularly cleaned coop and run space; good nutrition sufficient to meet 
their physical requirements; some forage or greens delivered to their 
coop; free access to oyster shells; and plenty of fresh water. 

Just like humans, chickens that feel safe, are well-nurtured, and have 
enough activity to keep them occupied are going to perform better 
than fearful, ignored, and often bored prisoners of an inhospitable 
coop. 

Environmental conditions and diet matter a lot in egg production.
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Pecking Order
The health of a flock depends on the health of each individual chicken. 

Chickens instinctively know this, which is why it is not uncommon for 
chickens to peck, injure, and sometimes kill weak members of the flock. 
It sounds awful, but strong, healthy birds are less susceptible to infections, 
parasite overload, and predation. 

Weak chickens put the entire flock at greater risk. 

In wild poultry populations, a weak bird meets a swift end. But with 
domesticated birds that are bred for docility, pecking sometimes goes 
on for a while. It often looks like bullying, in human terms. 

Paying attention to pecking order can help you keep your flock healthy. 

Weaker hens might show signs of excessive pecking such as injuries on 
their combs or lost feathers in the head area, or they might spend a lot 
of time away from the rest of the flock to avoid being pecked. 

As a chicken keeper, you don’t want to automatically give up on these 
girls, because they may in fact be your best layers. Heavy laying takes 
a big toll on a chicken’s body and may make her more susceptible to 
pecking by less productive layers. 

Pecking order is determined more by strength and speed than by egg 
production. Though, if you have a hen who is at the top of your pecking 
order and is also your top layer, then you may want to hatch her eggs if 
you are doing your own breeding.

For any chicken low on the pecking order, you may want to give them 
special treatment:

 ( Target them for extra rations of high-protein snacks like worms or 
maggots. 

 ( Make sure they get lots of greens. 
 ( Additionally, giving them a daily dollop of foods with active cultures 

like yogurt or sauerkraut can improve intestinal health and boost their 
immune system. 

 ( And keep close tabs on their health, just in case there are underlying 
problems. 
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Routine Health Inspections
Paying attention to pecking order is one tool you can use to help keep 
your laying flock healthy. 

But you probably also want to perform regular health inspections of all 
chickens in your flock. 

One of the best ways to identify and catch health problems early is to 
know what your chickens look like when they’re healthy so you can easily 
spot changes if they occur. 

Signs of a Healthy Chicken

Standard descriptions of healthy chickens include the following:

 ( Bright, clear eyes

 ( Glossy feathers with no bald patches (except during molting)

 ( Clear nostrils

 ( No visible signs of injuries

 ( Intact feathers

 ( Vivid red combs 

 ( Smooth, scab-free feet and legs 

 ( Alertness and good activity level

Overall, these are good factors to keep in mind for young layers. 

Slow vs. Rapid Changes in Health

However, age takes a toll on chickens just as it does on perfectly healthy 
humans. Because of this, more mature chickens may have less glossy 
feathers, less bright eyes, and less energy—and that doesn’t necessarily 
mean they are about to keel over!
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Hens should start their productive laying life as the picture of health. 
Over time, they might start to lose a few of those “shining” qualities. 

And that’s normal. 

But what isn’t normal is rapid change. Perhaps a rosy red comb turns 
deep blue (circulatory issue ... maybe) or black (frostbite ... maybe), or 
a chicken is fully feathered one day and half naked the next, in the middle 
of summer (possibly a sign of starvation, pecking / rooster problems, or 
mite or lice problems). Knowing what your chickens look like normally 
and keeping an eye out for sudden changes can help you quickly identify 
problems. 

Diagnosis and Treatment

If you notice sudden changes, then the next step is research or seeking 
veterinary care. 

If you cull your hens early and give them good nutrition and care, you 
may never need to diagnose illnesses. Most of the health problems you 
face will be predator related. 

However, if you do have a sick or potentially sick chicken and use forums, 
books, or blogs to identify and treat health issues, make sure your research 
comes from experienced chicken keepers who have actually encountered 
and successfully treated similar health issues more than once. 

Alternatively, consider working with a qualified veterinarian (if you can 
find one—more on this shortly).   

Along with paying attention to pecking order and performing routine 
health inspections, there are a few minor issues that you may want to 
treat early to keep small problems from becoming big problems. 

Yucky Butt or Dootie Booty
Chickens have feathered vents, so sometimes stuff just gets stuck around 
the escape hatch. 
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It happens more with the fluffier girls that look almost like cancan dancers 
with their lovely ruffled chicken skirts. 

But if it looks like a persistent problem, give your gal a fanny bath. 

You can add some Epsom salts to the warm water or a little apple cider 
vinegar if you want. You may need to let her soak a few minutes for old 
crusty stuff to soften up. 

When you get the area cleaned up, look for signs of other problems such 
as feather loss, bleeding, or any other indicators you can use to help 
identify the problem by doing research or talking to your vet. If you don’t 
see any signs of bigger problems after cleaning, then check again every 
day for the next several days to make sure the problem is resolved.  

Egg Binding
Hens can get egg bound, particularly as they age and start laying larger 
eggs. This literally means an egg is stuck in the pipeline. It’s a bit like 
constipation for humans. 

The longer you wait to solve the problem, the bigger the problem. 

Knock on wood—I haven’t had an egg-bound hen yet. So, I don’t feel 
like I should be offering advice on how to identify or treat one. But in 
researching it, I found these great blog posts that I bookmarked in case 
it comes up in my flock. I think they’ll be helpful to you as well.

“Treating and Preventing Egg Binding”

“Egg Binding: Causes, Symptoms, Treatment, Prevention”

Visible Injuries
Visible injuries might come from hen-pecking, predator attacks, accidents, 
or pest infestations.  

There’s no reason to treat minor cuts and scrapes in chickens. But gushers 
and larger gashes may require first aid. 
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You can use many of the same supplies you have in your human first 
aid kit for chickens—gauze, ACE bandages, ointments, etc. And the 
same rules apply. Keep wounds clean, change bandages regularly, and 
encourage rest and relaxation. 

If things take a turn for the worse, either call a vet or end it quickly.

If the injury is a result of something other than pecking, you will want to 
identify the source and take any necessary precautions to help ensure 
the health and safety of your other chickens. These might include adding 
more predator protection, removing any hazards, or treating for parasites 
of pests.

Also, an injured chicken is a weak chicken in the chicken world. So to 
protect your injured chicken from being over-pecked while she heals, 
keep her separate from your other layers until she is back to 100 percent.  

Egg Collection and Storing Tips
According to the USDA, the main risk of foodborne illness in eggs comes 
from Salmonella Enteritidis (SE) bacteria.25 This is a bacteria present in 
chicken feces. 

And, as chicken eggs travel through the same channel as chicken feces, 
SE can come into contact with the egg shells and penetrate the egg. 

If the bacteria gets through the shell, it can contaminate whites and yolks. 

For safety, all parts of the egg should be cooked to 160°F to kill SE bacteria. 
The USDA also recommends that eggs be washed and refrigerated. 

SE is particularly risky for people with compromised immune systems 
and young children. 
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How to Handle Eggs—--You Decide
You can read more about egg history, safety, and the USDA’s perspective 
in its “Shell Eggs from Farm to Table” FAQ. 

It’s a good resource and worth a look. But, to be honest, I strictly follow 
USDA recommended and required procedures for any eggs that I sell, but 
I never follow them for eggs I keep for my family. 

At home, I store eggs at room temperature, almost never wash them, and 
haven’t had any negative effects from SE bacteria yet. I eat eggs raw in 
mayonnaise and partially cooked with runny yokes on a regular basis. 

The Truth About Egg Storage and Use
Each chicken owner needs to make their own decisions about food safety 
and egg use and storage. 

However, if you are interested, here’s a rundown of the practices I have 
found to be true related to using and storing chicken eggs. 

1. Eggs store longer when they are not washed. By keeping a constant 
supply of fresh nesting material in your nest boxes and cleaning up 
yucky butt, you can help ensure that your eggs come out of the nest 
clean. The reason unwashed eggs store longer is because eggs come 
with a protective coating on the outside of the shell called the bloom. 
The bloom is kind of like a biofilter that keeps good stuff in and bad 
stuff out. Eggs with an intact bloom can be stored for several months at 
around 55°F (e.g., in a food cellar or basement), and sometimes even 
longer. You can also keep them at room temperature for shorter periods 
of time. At temperatures above 80–85°F, fertilized eggs sometimes start 
developing and eggs spoil much faster. 

2. Fresh eggs sink in water. Older eggs float. Once you put an egg in 
water to test the age, eat it or refrigerate it right away as you have just 
compromised the bloom.
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3. Dirty eggs usually won’t store as long as clean eggs. So, you may 
want to use those first. You can buff the eggs to break off larger chunks 
of debris. If you can’t get eggs clean with gentle buffing, then you may 
need to wash with warm water. The rule of thumb is for the water to 
be about 20 degrees warmer than the egg. This is supposed to help 
prevent bacteria from entering the pores of the egg shell. It’s best to 
refrigerate eggs after washing or to use them immediately. 

4. Misshaped eggs also don’t seem to store as long as well-shaped 
eggs.

5. If you plan to make boiled eggs or want yolks centered for pretty over-
easy and poached eggs, you want to store them pointy-side down for 
about two weeks. This also makes them easier to peel. Fresh eggs are 
impossible to peel after boiling. Pointy side down at 55°F is also the 
best way to store them for hatching.

6. Egg cartons are a good way to store the eggs to prevent breaking 
and keep other eggs from being contaminated when breakages 
occur. Cartons also help control humidity and keep eggs from taking 
on flavors from surrounding aromas. You can label the cartons with 
a first collection date so you use them in order of collection to minimize 
spoilage.

7. When cooking with eggs, crack them in a separate container before 
adding to a recipe just in case eggs have spoiled.

8. A spot of blood in an egg is no big deal. Green yolks can be a result 
of diet. But if an egg stinks or you get a queasy feeling when it comes 
out of the shell, don’t eat it. Listen to your body telling you that that egg 
might not be right for you.

9. If you want to learn about a few more methods for long-term egg 
storage, check out Joe Urbach’s great article “5 Easy Ways to Preserve 
Your Fresh Eggs.”

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Supplemental Light
Length of day impacts egg production. 

Lots of studies have shown that chickens need 12 to 14 hours of strong 
light per day for best egg production. In winter, when day length shortens, 
egg production declines. In some chickens, it stops until days begin to 
lengthen again. 

Putting light in your coop can improve production during the short days 
of winter. 

However, lots of other studies have shown that there can be negative 
effects from too much light. Some people believe chickens need a rest 
period from laying for good health. 

Personally, I don’t use supplemental light, but I have Buff Orpingtons that 
still lay in winter without it. I also have ducks that lay all winter long. 

So, I don’t have egg shortages.

However, if you don’t have winter layers, using timers to add light in 
the morning and evening, rather than 24 hours a day, seems like a good 
compromise.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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For the most part, raising meat chickens is not very different from raising 
laying hens. 

However, since they have shorter lives and don’t reach mature size until 
the end of that time period, you can get away with giving them less than 
the previously suggested 4 to 14 square feet of coop and run space (see 
“The Scoop on the Coop” section of this eBook). 

Meat chickens can be raised in fixed coops. 

But if you are raising them primarily for nutritional reasons, many owners 
opt for tractors because pasture improves the finished quality of the meat. 

Meat chickens don’t need nest boxes as they will never lay eggs, but they 
still need some protection from the elements and predators, plus all the 
other basics like fresh air, good quality feed, clean water, and a sense of 
security.

Depending on the breed, their short lives will be over in 6 to 20 weeks. 

Given the sacrifice they’ll be making for the health and well-being of 
your family, it only seems fair that you do what you can to make their 
lives comfortable until that point using methods like those we’ve already 
covered. 

And when the time comes, you also want make the end as quick and 
painless as possible.

Culling the Flock
Chicken slaughter is often a tough topic for new, and even experienced, 
chicken keepers. 

Even though we all know where meat comes from and what has to 
happen for it to make it to our tables, there is some part of us that wants 
to pretend it just magically showed up at the grocery store or farmer’s 
market booth. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 133

Part of becoming a backyard butcher is facing your meat consumption 
habits head on.

The most important advice I can give you on butchering your first chicken 
is, don’t overcomplicate the process. 

Historically, backyard butchering was the norm. It didn’t take weeks of 
planning and preparation. It just took the will to do it, a little skill, and 
some basic tools. 

Do Your Homework
Most of us didn’t grow up learning these skills, so we do have to do 
a little homework to prepare in advance. 

But, unless you want to spend an unnecessary fortune or will be processing 
a ton of chickens, you probably want to make your process very similar 
to what your grandma’s (or great grandma’s) would have been. 

There is an art to home butchery that comes only with experience. Your 
first time butchering will be rough on you and possibly on your chicken. 

In fact, even when you have become very skilled at doing it, it will 
probably still be rough on you. 

You are taking a life, and if you don’t recognize the sentience of the 
being on the other side of that transaction, then maybe you need to seek 
psychological help!  

That said, if you have been buying chicken at the grocery store, you have 
already been an active participant in slaughtering birds that were likely 
treated with less dignity and respect than you have shown the chickens 
you will be processing. 

In my opinion, for meat eaters, home butchering is one of the least 
ethically compromising decisions you can make. 

Philosophical considerations aside, let’s talk about a few practical aspects 
of processing chickens. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Slaughter Planning
A clean kill starts with good planning. You need to decide how you are 
going to do it and what tools you are going to use. 

Three Methods
Using a kill cone and sharp knife to slit a chicken’s throat on both sides 
is most common for small poultry processors. When I use this method, 
I put a straw bale under the cone area to collect the blood. 

Also, after failing to cut deeply enough the first time I killed a chicken, 
I now make it a habit to cut to the bone on both sides. 

Chickens often try to back out of the cone in response to having their 
throats slit, so I also hold the head tightly and don’t let go until the 
chicken is no longer moving. This also prevents blood from splattering 
and making a big mess as dying chickens twitch. 

You can also decapitate your chickens using a sharp knife and 
a butcher block or tree stump. 

I find this method easier if you have one person to hold the chicken and 
another to do the beheading. 

One blogger decapitates her chickens using a feed bag to hold and then 
hang chickens during and after the kill. I find this method works really 
well and saves you the cost of a kill cone. Straw bale blood collection 
works in this scenario too.

You can also break a chicken’s neck. This method requires no tools for 
the kill, but as the blood is not drained during the process, it makes for 
a messier evisceration process. 

So be prepared to collect or clean the blood when you take the chicken 
to the table for evisceration. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Whichever method you use, speed and accuracy is critical. Watching 
videos of other successful kills and studying pictures in advance can help 
mentally prepare you for the task. 

The neck has valuable stock meat and flavor, so the closer you can make 
your cut or break to the head, the more you get to keep.

Be Well-Prepared Prior to Culling
Set up your station before you start. 

 ( Slaughtering at home can be messy, so a lot of us opt to do it outside. 
Having a hose with a sprayer makes it easy to keep things clean. 

 ( A work table makes evisceration easier.

 ( Having some kind of hook for hanging to defeather helps. 

 ( If you plan to scald, you need a burner to heat your water. 

 ( You may also need electricity if you use a plucker. 

I like to set up a three-bucket cleaning station, with soapy water, bleach 
water (1 Tablespoon per gallon), and fresh water to use to clean my knife 
and other equipment as needed during processing. 

You also want to choose a location with good drainage so you don’t end 
up with chicken blood and scraps stinking up your backyard.

Plucking
Once you’ve dispatched your chicken, the next step is to defeather the 
carcass. 

There are a couple ways to do this: 

 ( You can skin, dry-pluck, scald, and hand pluck. 

 ( You can scald and machine pluck.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Skinning
Some people skin the entire bird. I have never done this because the 
skin is delicious and worth the extra work in my opinion. But you can 
check out this blog posting for a look at the process.

Dry-Plucking
Dry-plucking is exactly what it sounds like. You simply pull out the 
feathers after slaughtering. 

It helps to hang the bird by the feet and pull down to extract the feathers. 

The rule of thumb on defeathering the body is to pull away from the 
direction the feathers grow in. For wings, you need to hold the tip of the 
wing and then grip and pull the feathers straight out. Tail feathers are 
also easier to pull straight out. 

Scalding
You can also scald a chicken before plucking, which makes it much easier 
to pull out the feathers. 

You need a pot big enough to hold your entire chicken, a pair of tongs 
for dipping and stirring, and a thermometer (e.g., a fry thermometer) so 
you make sure you get the water to 135–145°F for scalding dry birds. 

If I am processing a large flock, I like to use a garden hose to rinse my 
poultry thoroughly before scalding so the water does not need to be 
changed as frequently. 

When I soak before scalding, I aim for a water temperature between 
145–155°F since the cold water from the rinse, retained in the feathers, 
will drop my scalding pot temperature. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Also, birds like the Cornish Cross which have been breed for easier 
defeathering and are processed a younger age scald well at around 
135°F, and more heavily feathered birds are easier to pluck if scalded on 
the higher side of the scale. 

 ( If you’ve got your water temperature right, it takes about one to three 
minutes for the feathers to loosen. Use the tongs to move the chicken 
around, up, and down in the pot to make sure the hot water penetrates 
the feathers and reaches the skin. 

 ( After the first minute, tug on the body feathers with your tongs every 
15–20 seconds to check. 

 ( As soon as the feathers are easy to pull, take the chicken from the 
pot, hang the carcass, and begin defeathering as described for dry-
plucking. 

 ( Pluck quickly for best results. 

 ( Also, don’t leave the chickens in the water too long, as they begin to 
cook and the feathers get harder to pluck.

Plucking manually, whether you scald or not, is about the hardest part of 
the process. 

It takes time and there are always some small feathers you have to pluck 
out with tweezers, torch off, or shave off with a straight razor. 

If you’ll be processing chickens regularly, machine defeathering is a good 
option. You can build your own, like the Whizbang Plucker. Or, if that’s 
outside your budget and time constraints, you can buy drill attachments 
like the one that Marjory found at the Mother Earth News Fair a few years 
back. See her quick video about it here.

I like to think of plucking as a kind of meditation. 

And, sometimes, having company helps pass the time. 

You can use the feathers for craft projects like jewelry, writing quills, 
and Halloween costumes. And anything you don’t use can be composted. 
Feathers are very high in nitrogen.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Evisceration
Once the feathers are removed, your next step is to eviscerate (remove 
the internal organs). 

This is also usually the time you remove the feet, head (if not decapitated), 
and oil glands. 

Once you get the hang of it, evisceration is pretty easy to do. But it’s 
easier to learn if you have a coach or watch a few good videos, like this 
one with Joel Salatin.

Also, if you get your copy 
of the Mother Earth 
News Summit hosted 
by Marjory Wildcraft, it 
includes presentations 
from Joel Salatin and 
Patricia Foreman on 
raising and processing 
chickens. Patricia’s 
presentation on 
processing has very 
detailed pictures to make 
the process accessible to 
newcomers.

After you have a basic idea of the process, then keep in mind these few 
tips to have a successful first experience. 

1. Use a clean cutting board or table. Plastic or stainless steel surfaces 
are easier to clean and disinfect, so they are recommended.

2. Have a hose at the ready in the event of accidental contamination, such 
as could be caused by cutting the intestines and contaminating your 
chicken area or work table with feces or by nicking the gall bladder 
when removing it from the liver.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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3. Lungs don’t always come out clean in scalded chickens, so rinse the 
interior of the carcass and use your fingers to scrape out residual lung 
tissue if necessary.

4. Chill the heart, liver, and gizzard as soon as possible. The quality 
of organ meat degrades quickly once it comes in contact with air. 

There are a lot of different techniques used to remove the head and feet, 
so feel free to use whatever works for you. 

I like to cut the feet above the orange socks and around the knee joint. 

Then, I fold the knee in the opposing direction to loosen the tendon and 
cut through it. After that, I twist and cut until the foot is off. 

For the neck, I cut the meat around the spine, twist the neck once around 
and then slice through the ligature. 

Chilling, Aging, and Storing

Chilling
If you are processing poultry professionally, your goal after evisceration is 
to chill your meat to an internal temperature of 40°F as quickly as possible. 

That usually means plopping it into a cooler of ice water, like you would 
a bottle of champagne. 

The longer it takes for a chicken to cool down, the more risk there 
is for bacterial contamination of the meat. And unless you happen to 
have a flash freezer at home, ice water baths are the fastest, safest, and 
cheapest way to chill your meat at home. 

Ideally, you want to leave your carcass in ice water for about one hour 
per pound of carcass to make sure it is properly chilled. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Aging and Storing
At that point, you can package your chicken and place it in your 
refrigerator for aging or in your freezer for storing. 

Whether you age your meat right after processing or after you defrost 
it, your meat will be more tender if you give it a day or two to “rest” at 
refrigerator temperatures. You can do double-duty by letting it rest in 
marinade before cooking, as well.

Some people keep chicken in their freezer for years. But, for best results, 
you should eat chicken within six months of processing. 

Safety and Sanitation
If you plan to process more than a chicken or two at a time, you’ll want 
to clean all your surfaces and equipment at least every couple hours. 

If you suspect any kind of contamination (e.g., chicken feces, fly-by droppings 
from a wild bird, etc.), stop and sanitize. A tablespoon of bleach in a gallon 
of water makes a good sanitizer. Use clean towels for handwashing. 

Avoid touching your face or other body parts, or picking your nose while 
processing ... blah, blah, blah. 

Sorry, I’ve spent a lot of time hanging out in professional kitchens. 
Everyone scratches their head or eye and keeps on working. 

No one dies. 

If your basic hygiene is bad, you could pass on norovirus and other nasty 
stuff, but only if you also fail to properly cook the meat before eating. 
Poor hygiene while processing and unsafe cooking procedures are both 
necessary for bad things to happen. Just use your brain, and you’ll be ok!

Also, sharpen your knife before each kill and as needed during processing. 

I am sure you are a smart person if you want to raise your own chickens, 
so use your own good judgment to keep risks out of your process. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Appreciation
After you raise, kill, and process your own chickens, take a few minutes 
to sit down, think about the experience, and figure out what worked, what 
didn’t, and how you want to do it better next time. 

Then remember all that went into it—from picking your breed, to brooding 
your chicks, to moving them around in your pasture tractor, to watching 
them chase grasshoppers in your lawn. 

Be amazed at all you learned in the process. 

Celebrate your success in raising high-quality food for you and your 
family. 

And of course, give thanks for the way nature provides, for the chickens 
who will grace your table, for anyone who helped you along the way, and 
for the fact that you have healthy food to eat and choices about how to 
provide for yourself. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
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New chicken owners—particularly those starting new flocks in locations 
that have not housed chickens before—tend to have minimal challenges 
raising chickens at the outset. 

Problems come later. 

 ( Predators realize chickens have moved in and start putting on the 
pressure. 

 ( Parasites—both internal and external—start to show up and breed. 

 ( Poop accumulates in lawns, and pests and problems start. 

 ( Aging chickens present new health risks to the flock. 

 ( And, as owners get more comfortable keeping chickens, they often 
become less attentive to chicken needs and miss early warning signs. 

Stuff happens.

Chicken Check-In
To keep these things from happening to you, put a “chicken check-in” on 
your calendar once every month or so. 

Then, do the following:

1. Check your entire flock for pests and parasites. External parasites 
usually leave visible traces. The Chicken Chick has some nice shots of 
what to look for here. Internal parasites are a bit harder to find. Most 
chickens carry some parasite load all the time. But egg production is 
a good indicator of general health in a laying flock. Make sure each of 
your hens is laying as expected. 

2. Check for signs of pecking problems on hens’ heads and combs, and 
give any over-pecked girls bonus insects, probiotics, and greens.

3. Bathe any hens with yucky butt and watch for recurrence.

4. Inspect your coop for possible predator opportunities and make 
repairs as necessary.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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5. Clean up any old food, debris, or empty feed bags that might seem 
like an invitation to scavenging predators.

6. If your chickens haven’t made themselves a dust bath, then give them 
one. If you have super loamy soil, you may need to bring in some sand 
or poor-quality top soil to get the right consistency. Check to make 
sure they are using it daily, since this is the best way to keep external 
parasites from harming your flock. If not, make it more attractive. Add 
shade or lure them over with treats.

7. Totally refresh any bedding or nesting materials. Put down a new 
layer of mulch or straw in the coop. 

8. Do any lawn maintenance that is necessary and temporarily protect 
plants that are showing signs of chicken favoritism until they recover.

9. Chat with your neighbors, and make sure they are comfortable with 
your chicken-keeping practices. Make adjustments as necessary.

10. Have a chicken party. Hang up a head of cabbage or lettuce and let 
chickens peck at it like a piñata. Or, give them the other half of your 
watermelon.

Finding a Chicken Veterinarian  
(or Coping Without One)

Many people who raise chickens for meat and eggs treat their chickens 
without the aid of a veterinarian in order to keep food-production costs 
low. 

Ways to Minimize Health Problems
You can find a lot of online or reference materials that give detailed 
information about treating chicken health problems. 

A few thoughts on this:

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com


www.TheGrowNetwork.com 145

 ( If chickens come from good breeding stock and older chickens are 
regularly culled, health problems tend to be minimal. 

 ( It is often easier and cheaper to raise or buy a new chicken than to treat 
one with problems. 

 ( It is safer for your home-based food supply if you dispatch chickens 
with difficult-to-treat health problems, so they don’t pass problems on 
to the rest of your flock. 

However, when you raise chickens as pets and become attached, 
veterinarian care might be important to you.

Obstacles to Finding Veterinary Care
Unfortunately, finding a backyard-chicken veterinarian may not be so 
easy. 

 ( Not all pet vets treat chickens. In fact, most don’t. 

 ( Some livestock vets will treat chickens, but usually not in a backyard 
setting. 

 ( Agricultural extension offices sometimes have on staff vets who know 
how to treat chickens and may assist with larger flocks, particularly if 
you are legally selling eggs or meat. 

Even when vets treat chickens, there aren’t many drug treatments 
approved for use in chickens.26 

Chickens, even pet chickens, are considered part of the food supply 
and therefore many treatment methods other than the basics (e.g., bed 
rest, baths, better diet) are regulated by the FDA. Qualified veterinarians 
aren’t likely to risk their licenses to give you unregulated drugs to treat 
your pet chicken.

Even with limited treatment options, veterinarians can help by identifying 
the cause of a problem and directing you toward the best home remedies. 

Additionally, in the event that a pet chicken can’t be treated, they can 
give them a humane end.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Finding a Chicken-Friendly Vet
To find a qualified chicken vet, start by asking your current vet if they 
treat chickens or have recommendations on other vets who might. 

Check on chicken forums. 

Many times, veterinarians 
in more rural areas have 
a broader range of 
clients and pet types 
and may have more 
experience with 
chickens. So, you may 
want to call around 
to rural veterinarians 
within driving distance 
if you are not able to 
find a vet near you. 

Also, ask chicken keepers 
in your area for suggestions. 

If you still can’t find one, then consider enlisting an experienced chicken-
keeping mentor to help you as challenges arise. 

When you come across good information regarding treating illness, 
bookmark it for future use.

Also, keeping up with chicken news can make you aware of systemic 
problems so you can take preventative measures if needed. For example, 
when the Avian Flu epidemic hit back in 2014–15, it might have been 
worthwhile to confine your chickens to covered areas while migratory 
birds were flying by since they were suspected to be carriers of the virus. 

Even if you don’t agree with the methods or the philosophies they 
advocate, commercially sponsored or maintained chicken-information 
sites are often a good place to go for getting up-to-date chicken news. 

I frequent The Poultry Site.

http://thegrownetwork.com
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A Veterinarian’s Advice  
on Raising Chickens

Through sheer luck, I ended up with a good friend who also happens to 
be an amazing all-around animal veterinarian. 

I asked Doc Adams to give me some advice to pass along to potential 
new chicken owners. 

Here’s the advice he gave:

Keeping chickens and other backyard poultry can be a very 
rewarding hobby, but before you take the leap, take some time 
to prepare and decide if your lifestyle will allow you the time 
and space necessary to provide for their proper care. 

No other small animal provides a renewable reward each day in 
the form of eggs, and birds can be very entertaining to observe 
and care for. But, they demand daily care and attention, plenty 
of space, and proper nutrition, and they can be very dirty and 
destructive.

Keeping them in good health is relatively easy if you pay 
attention to their nutrition and husbandry. Most illnesses in 
poultry are a direct result of one of three things: poor nutrition, 
poor care in environmental choices, or age.

If you are seriously thinking about entering the world of poultry 
farming, even on a small scale, the best advice I can give you 
is to volunteer to take care of someone else’s chickens for a full 
week to see if you have what it takes.

Sounds like great advice to me! If you happen to live near Mount Airy, 
North Carolina, or Hillsville, Virginia, you can find Doc Adams here. And 
if you discover great chicken vets in your area, make sure to share that 
information on chicken forums and with other chicken owners who need it.  

http://thegrownetwork.com
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Other Fun Things You Can Do  
With Chickens

Just in case we haven’t given you enough to think about … did you 
know you can train your chickens to do party tricks like lawn bowling? 
Apparently, they can even navigate complex obstacle courses with the 
right training. 

Check it out here.

With the right protective pants, chickens can even become house pets 
and pool partners. Bring your diapered chicken into your TV room and 
watch The Natural History of Chickens together for a little chicken–
human bonding time.

Learn to speak chicken. 

Chickens are quite a bit more intelligent and complicated than we tend 
to give them credit for. They actually have lots of very important things 
to say, and if you take the time to learn their language, you might unlock 
the mysteries of the chicken world. 

Check out these sites to start learning chicken-speak: 

“26 Sounds That Chickens Make and What They Mean”

“How to Talk to Your Chickens”

“Say WHAT? A Video Guide to Understanding Chicken Chat”
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Becoming a Professional
Once you’ve had some success as a chicken keeper, you may want to 
consider scaling up—raising a few extra hens to sell eggs and help cover 
your costs, or adding a few more meat chickens to the lineup for your 
farmer’s market vegetable stand. 

Regulations and Taxes
The sale of meat and eggs are heavily regulated in the U.S. and most 
industrialized countries. 

There are often concessions for small vendors that make the inspection 
process a bit easier to successfully navigate.

The USDA allows small processers of less than 1,000 or 10,000 chickens 
to bypass some of the rules that larger processors must follow. However, 
even though the federal government allows this, some states and cities 
do not. 

So, you need to check the regulations in your area. 

If your regulations allow small-scale chicken processing, then take 
a look at these guides that give you some important information on safe 
processing and include ideas you may want to use when making your 
own processing plan.

“On-Farm Poultry Slaughter Guidelines”

“Guidance for Determining Whether a Poultry Slaughter or 
Processing Operation is Exempt from Inspection Requirements of 

the Poultry Products Inspection Act”

“Small-Scale Poultry Processing”

“On-Farm Processing Poultry: Tips for Safe Poultry Handling”

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
http://files.campus.edublogs.org/blogs.cornell.edu/dist/c/2110/files/2012/03/On-Farm-Poultry-Processing-Guidelines.7-17-12-1w7j6jj.pdf
http://sustainagga.caes.uga.edu/documents/USDAPoultry_Slaughter_Exemption_0406.pdf
http://sustainagga.caes.uga.edu/documents/USDAPoultry_Slaughter_Exemption_0406.pdf
http://sustainagga.caes.uga.edu/documents/USDAPoultry_Slaughter_Exemption_0406.pdf
https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/summary.php?pub=235
http://www.ncagr.gov/MeatPoultry/documents/NCC_Poultry_BMP_final.pdf
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In addition to poultry-processing requirements, sales are subject to 
taxation. So you will need to set up tax-payment accounts and record 
keeping.

Small egg sales may be an easier starting point for navigating the 
regulations. 

Many states have exceptions on rules for people selling less than 30 dozen 
eggs a week. However, refrigeration, labeling, and sometimes grading 
and washing requirements may still apply. These sales are taxable as 
well.

If you’ve seen the movie Farmageddon, then you know that in some areas, 
violations of “food safety” laws are treated with the same voracity as is 
applied to taking down Columbian drug lords. 

So you probably want to do good research and comply with applicable 
laws in the sale of meat and produce. 

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
http://farmageddonmovie.com/
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In the introduction, I said that raising chickens is not difficult. After 
reading all these pages of information, you might question that statement. 

The truth is, chickens are easy. 

But navigating regulations, keeping neighbors happy, and facing the 
consequences of our industrial food supply make chicken keeping harder 
than it needs to be. Accepting the realities of sustainable chicken keeping, 
like the importance of culling, can also be difficult. 

Quite a bit of what I attempted to do in this manual was to provide 
perspective on the issues and arm you with the information you need to 
make your own decisions. 

You don’t need to keep chickens the way I do, or the way someone else 
does, as long as you keep them safe and treat them with a bit of dignity 
(which is often missing in our current food supply). 

You have my unfettered encouragement to pick, choose, and use this 
information as you see fit.

Raising your own chickens isn’t necessarily going to be cheaper, less 
work, or even all that much healthier than store bought if your chickens 
are free ranging on suburban lawns that have historically been drop 
zones for toxic chemicals like herbicides and commercial fertilizers, or if 
you are using standard feed. 

But if this is where you need to start, then do it. The point is, if we want 
things to change, then we have to start somewhere. And it might as well 
be in our own backyards.  

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
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Credits and Thanks
I owe a big thanks to Marjory Wildcraft and The Grow Network for all 
the incredible, and frequently free, information they provide to those of 
us doing our best to put homegrown food on our tables. 

I also want to say thanks for the “worth every penny” videos Marjory and 
her colleagues make available for us. 

And here are a few special thanks to my posse of local helpers:

 ( Tim Miles, my de facto father-in-law and hobby photojournalist 
extraordinaire, who took most of the photos used in this eBook 
(excluding those from Marjory’s video and a few I took).  

 ( The Collins family at Root Hog Farm for being such an incredible 
resource for me on chicken keeping and everything else homesteading. 

 ( The Brown family for teaching me how to process chickens, with a special 
shout out to 13-year-old Savannah Brown, chicken entrepreneur and 
my constant chicken consultant.

 ( Kyle Montgomery at York Farm for teaching me about the Ohio brooder 
and barn coops.

 ( Jim Adams, my awesome vet, for his care of my animals and all the 
great advice.

 ( And, of course, to Matt for just about everything, including tolerating 
six cheeping chicks living in the house during the writing of this eBook.  
(I needed inspiration and company!)

http://thegrownetwork.com
http://www.thegrownetwork.com
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