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Raising Your Home Chicken Flock

A successful backyard flock requires sound animal care and management. Good animal care and
management includes proper planning, careful management, a biosecurity (disease prevention) plan to
control diseases, and a complete and balanced adequate feeding program. The United States
Department of Agriculture reported that 7% of all U.S. households own a small flock, with an average size
of approximately 49 birds. There are more than 138,000 small backyard flocks in the United States.

Why Have a Small Flock?

A small flock offers the convenience of having layers for fresh eggs or broilers for poultry meat right at
home. Often, backyard flocks are a hobby or a learning experience for 4-H or FFA projects. Poultry can
be exhibited at county and state fairs and poultry shows. There is also the pleasure of observing different
shapes and colors in a backyard flock. Poultry may include chickens (large or small), bantams, geese,
ducks, turkeys, game birds and guineas.

Before You Plan a Flock

Always begin with the end in mind. What is your goal? Have fresh eggs, pets, or meat? Teach your
child the responsibility of caring for animals? Show birds? Or just enjoy watching and caring for poultry?
Check with local, county, state and even federal zoning and environmental regulations as some may
prohibit poultry flocks in the area. Zoning regulations are usually specific about animals and
environmental considerations, such as flies, odor and noise. Check with your county Extension office or
representatives of government agencies for information before planning a flock. Also consider the
proximity of your neighbors and their opinions. Good neighbor relations are very important. Home flocks,
no matter what the size, require water, food and daily care including weekends, vacations and holidays.
The time and effort required for this care should be considered in weighing your desire for a home flock
against other possible uses of your time and labor. Caring for a flock is a 24 hour, seven days a week
commitment that begins with your first bird.

What Kind of Chicken?

There are three basic choices in the types of poultry to purchase; a breed primarily for egg production, a
breed for showing or exhibiting, or one that is bred for meat productlon Care and feed requwements WI||
vary for each type of breed. Getting off to a good start is very G : ] n
important. You will want to purchase your chicks or chickens g 3 -
from a reputable hatchery or breeder. It is recommended to
purchase chicks from hatcheries or breeders that participate in
the National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP). A list of certified
hatcheries and breeders can be found at
www.healthybirds.umd.edu.

Egg production i White Leghorns are a very popular breed for
laying white eggs. Rhode Island Reds and Buff Orpingtons
are popular breeds that lay brown eggs. These breeds can lay
approximately 200 eggs per year per hen. A rooster is not
needed for the hen to produce eggs. Typically, chicken breeds S ‘ :
with white ear lobes lay white eggs and chickens with red ear lobes lay brown eggs. These breeds of
birds can be purchased as day old chicks or 18-22 week old pullets that are ready to lay eggs.

Meat production i Cornish Cross is a fast growing breed for meat. They can reach 4-5 pounds as a
broiler in 6 weeks or 6-10 pounds in 8-12 weeks as a roaster size.

Exhibition/Showing i Chickens are judged depending on the characteristics of that particular breed. The
American Poultry Association (APA) publishes The American Standard of Perfection. This book is the
official breed standard for fancy (hobby) poultry in North America and it gives illustrations and
descriptions of all accepted breeds of domestic poultry. Bantams are a small breed chicken, about ¥4 the
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size of large poultry, often exhibited by young 4-H members. This breed is easy to raise because it is
small, and therefore eats less feed and requires minimal space.

Housing Requirements
Housing should provide protection from all kinds of weather, predators, injury, and theft. Consider the
location of your poultry house on your property. Locate the building in a well drained area, with access to
¥ water and electricity. Your job is to keep the birds
comfortable at aII times. The house should be tight well

adjustable ventilation for adequate air movement in cold
and hot weather. Permanent or temporary housing are
two options to consider. A permanent house will remain in
the same location on the property. Temporary or portable
housing can be moved frequently throughout the
property.

Temporary or portable housing is typically used when
birds are raised on pasture. Pastured poultry includes
raising chickens or other poultry on pasture rather than
raising them indoors. Typically, the birds are raised in bottomless pens directly on pasture and provided
feed and water daily.

Depending on the breed of poultry, you may want to consider outside run areas. Outside run areas can
be fenced with temporary or permanent fencing and overhead netting to protect the birds from predators.
Bedding is material such as shavings or sawdust spread on the chicken house floor. The floor can be
concrete, wooden, or dirt. Use a (¥2I inch) mesh hardware cloth over windows to keep out wild birds,
rodents and varmints.

Birds need adequate space for movement, nesting and roost areas. Space requirements vary with type
of bird (Table 1).

Table 1. Minimum Space Requirements of Various Bird Types (Clauer, 2009)

Type of bird Sq ft/bird inside Sq ft/bird outside runs
Bantam Chickens 1 4
Laying Hens 15 8
Large Chickens 2 10
Quail 1 4
Pheasant 5 25
Ducks 3 15
Geese 6 18

Rearing Poultry
Brooding

Newly hatched chicks need heat during the first few weeks of rearing. There are many types of chick
brooders that can be adapted to a small flock. Standard hover brooders can be used for starting a flock of
up to 1,000 chicks. The common infrared lamp is an inexpensive way to brood a small, 25-t0-100 chick
flock. The heat lamp should be at least 18 inches above the floor. In winter, make sure the room is
insulated so heat lamps are effective in producing enough heat for the chicks. A two-lamp unit provides
safety in case one burns out during cold weather. See Figure 1 for suggested arrangements.



Start brooding chicks at 90-95 degrees Fahrenheit (F) for the first week, reduce the temperature
gradually by 5° F each week until the chicks are five weeks old and the house temperature is 70-75
degrees F. It is a good idea to hang a thermometer at chick level to monitor brood temperature. The
behavior of the chicks is a better indicator of their comfort. If the chicks have loud, sharp chirps and they
bunch near the heat source, they are cold. If they are panting and bunched in the corner away from the
heat source, they are too warm.

A circular barrier called a brooder guard, usually 15 to 16 inches high and made of cardboard or other
solid material, confines the chicks. This guard also reduces drafts of cold air, and keeps chicks near the
heat source during the first seven to ten days.

Figure 1. Suggested arrangements for brooders.

Feeders

Manufactured chick-feeder designs vary from the commercially used cardboard or plastic feeder lid to
the metal trough type. Homemade boxes, egg flats and similar low, open designs are acceptable as long
as the chicks have easy access to the feed, and feed waste is controlled. Provide enough space so that
nearly all the chicks can eat at the same time. To avoid feed waste, gradually change chicks to regular
tube or trough feeders so that open feeders can be removed when the chicks are 10 days old.

Hanging tube and trough feeders for all ages are available from farm supply dealers. Hanging tube
feeders are adjustable and can be used for chickens from one week through adulthood. Trough feeders
have a limited capacity for adjustment, which makes it necessary to use at least three different sizes of
feeders during the growing cycle of the birds.

A feeder can be built from scrap lumber, but it is critical that it be designed to avoid feed waste. The
feeder must have a grill or other device to keep chickens from roosting on it or scratching in it and a lip to
keep the feed from being spilled out. It is also essential that the feeder be the correct height (the back
height of the chickens). Allow 2-3 inches of feeder space per bird for a laying hen or a meat bird.

Waterers (Drinkers)

It is important that chicks have easy access to water at all times. Manufactured chick waterers (also
called drinkers) are usually gallon or quart jars that screw onto special bases. Once filled, the waterers
are inverted and the chicks drink out of the base. Another type of waterer is called a poultry fountain. The
poultry fountain maintains a constant water level in the pan by a vacuum and the top is designed to
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prevent roosting. A five gallon waterer can accommodate up to 75 hens. Height of waterers should be two
inches shorter than the back height of the chickens. Allow 2-3 inches of drinker space per bird. Clean
waterers and replenish with fresh water daily so chickens have access to clean water at all times.

Nests

Chickens kept for egg production should have access to nests at 19 to 20 weeks of age. Giving young
pullets the opportunity to find nests one to two weeks before they start laying helps prevent them from
developing the habit of laying on the floor. Nest boxes and roost areas should be placed 24 inches above
the floor. One 10 inch x 10 inch nest box per four to five chickens will be adequate. Keep one to two
inches of clean, dry nesting material (straw or pine shavings) in the nest. Make sure nesting areas are

separate from the roostngar ea so birds dondét roost in the nesti

dirty if hens are roosting in the nesting boxes.

Roosts/Perches

The best way to understand a chicken is to remember that most birds roost in trees. Roosts or perches
provide comfortable sleeping for hens. Roosts can be rods or tree branches at least two inches in
diameter. Allow at least 6-7 inches of roost space per bird. Keep roosts higher than the nesting boxes.
Hens will roost on the highest point in the house.

Waste/Litter Management

Dropping pits help with litter bedding and manuremanagement ; t hey catch a
feces as well as water spillage. The dropping pit should be wire covered and at least 12 to 16 inches off
the floor. Clean the dropping pit regularly, particularly if wet conditions develop and ensure a modest flow
of air over bedding and manure to suppress the growth of bacteria such as E. coli and Salmonella.

Lighting

Artificial light benefits all types of poultry. Adequate lighting will maximize production of birds. One 25-
watt incandescent bulb will light 40 square feet or one 40-watt incandescent bulb provides adequate light
for 200 square feet of floor space. If the ceiling is painted white or a light reflector is used, the quality of
light is enhanced. Proper artificial light during the fall and winter months will stimulate and maintain egg
production in laying hens. A combination of natural and artificial light to give laying hens 14 hours of light
is effective in maintaining egg production throughout the year. Usually broilers and roasters grow well with
24-hour light, but can be grown with only 8 to 10 hours, such as that provided by natural light. Installing
an automatic timer is an inexpensive and easy to install tool to help adjust the amount of artificial light
provided in the house.

Economics of Small Poultry Flocks

Whether you view your small poultry flock as a hobby or a significant contribution to the family diet, it is
useful to estimate the costs of maintaining the flock. The following budgets for layer and broiler flocks
(Tables 2 and 3, respectively) were developed by Dale Johnson, Farm Management Specialist for the
University of Maryland Extension. They are based on his personal experience in raising layer and broiler
flocks and in consultation with other producers. Small flock production is highly variable and good
management is important for efficiency. Some producers will be much less efficient than what is reflected
in these budgets while other producers will be more efficient. Following each of the budgets are a set of
assumptions in which the budgets are based. These explanations will assist you in calculating your own
numbers. You are encouraged to estimate your own budgets based on the number of laying hens or
broilers that you are planning to raise. You should also consider your level of experience and your
availability of inputs.
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Table 2. Small Layer Flock Budget (2010) - 25 hens, 2 years production (1)

=

production will diminish dramatically.

Dozen eggs produced (2) 800
Stewing hens 20
Unit Amount Price Total

Chicks (3) per chick 25| $ 200 | $ 50.00
Feed

Chick starter (4) 50 Ib bag 3[$ 13.00 [ $ 39.00
Early bird grower (4) 50 Ib bag 5[ $ 12.00 [ $ 60.00
Layer feed (4) 50 Ib bag 80| $ 11.00 | $ 880.00
Heat bulb (5) bulb 1 $ 7.00 [ $ 7.00
Mileage to slaughter facility (6) miles 40| $ 050 | $ 20.00
Slaughter fee (7) per bird 20| $ 200 [ $ 40.00
Total expenses $ 1,096.00
Total cash expense per dozen $ 1.37
Other required resources

Housing startup costs (8) $ 750.00
Feeder & waterer startup costs (9) $ 75.00
Labor hours (10) Hr/day 0.25 730 182.5

This budget is based on a two year lifespan. Some producers keep hens 3-4 years but egg

for Marekodéds di sease.

2. Production is calculated as 550 days x 25 hens x 70% egg Yyield. Out of two years, 180 days are
required for raising chicks and molting. A 20% mortality over the life of the flock is factored into the
egg vield. This egg yield also assumes supplementary lighting in the winter.

3. Chick prices are highly variable. Local hatcheries often have cheapest chicks. Make sure quality is
good and chicks are vaccinated

4. Bagged feed from a reputable feed company. Also include crushed oyster shell to maintain calcium
levels for layer hens. The feed conversion ratio in this budget is about five pounds of feed to one
dozen eggs (50 Ibs per week per 25 hens). Use good feeders to reduce waste.

5. Heat bulbs generally last one flock. Careful handling may extend life.

6. Many backyard producers prefer to have birds slaughtered by someone else. If this is your desire,
then make sure there is a facility within reasonable distance.

7. Twenty stewing hens based on 20% mortality over life of flock.

8. Housing expenses are highly variable. This budget includes a chicken coop ($500) and poly wire
netting electric fence ($250). Both will last several years.

9. Feeders and waterers, an estimated cost of $75, will last several years.

10. Fifteen minutes a day to take care of flock. This includes feeding, and collecting and washing eggs. It
is obvious that valuing labor would keep most small flock producers from raising layers if they were

doing it for economic reasons.



10.

Many backyard producers experience up to 10% mortality or higher; however, good management
may reduce the mortality rate.

This budget assumes it takes 10 weeks to grow straight-run (male and female mixed) birds to an
average weight of seven pounds dressed weight. Slaughtering at lighter weights will require less time
and feed.

Chick prices are highly variable. Local hatcheries often have the cheapest chicks. Make sure quality
is good and that chicks are vaccinated for Marek& disease.

Bagged feed from reputable feed company. The feed conversion ratio in this budget is about two
pounds of feed to one pound dressed weight. This is assuming that birds are on pasture for about six
weeks and receive 10%-20% of their diet requirements from pasture.

Heat bulbs generally last one flock. Careful handling may extend life.

Most backyard producers prefer to have birds slaughtered by someone else. If this is your desire,
then make sure there is a facility within reasonable distance.

Whole birds bagged in loose plastic bags. Vacuum bags will cost $0.50 - $0.75 more per bird.
Housing expenses are highly variable. This budget includes a pasture coop which cost $200 to build
(not including labor) and will last several years.

Feeders and waterers, an estimated cost of $75, will last several years.

Fifteen to twenty minutes a day to take care of flock. This includes moving pasture coop twice a day.
It is obvious that valuing labor would keep most small flock producers from raising broilers if they
were doing it for economic reasons.

Feeding the Flock

Feed represents about 70 percent of the cost of raising a chicken. Commercial poultry farms use bulk
feed programs in which a single delivery of 12 to 30 tons of commercial poultry feed is common. Such
high-volume handling results in a relatively low cost per pound of feed and explains why supermarket

pri
it

ces for poultry products are also relatively low. The small flock owner deals in smaller quantities of feed
ypically 50 to 100 poundsi and thus pays a higher cost per unit for feed.
Chickens must be fed an adequate diet for maximum productivity. There are six categories of nutrients

that are required in a diet to maintain and promote a healthy flock. These nutrients include water,

ca

rbohydrates, fat, protein, vitamins and minerals.



