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INTRODUCTION

Which comes first, the chicken or the egg? I mulled over this conundrum while
deciding how to organize this book. A certain logic seems to dictate starting with
eggs and incubation. But that entails an awfully steep learning curve for the
poultry-keeping newbie.

Because the more common scenario is to start a flock with chicks from the
local farm store or ordered by mail, I chose to begin this book with details on
acquiring and brooding chicks. By the time the pullets start laying, you are
comfortable with brooding and raising chicks, and excited by the possibility of
hatching some of their eggs.

Other folks start out with grown-up hens, as did I. When I bought my first
house, I wanted to make sure it was zoned for chickens, and what better way
than to buy a place that came with hens already installed! Come spring I was at
the farm store, heard peeping, and couldn’t help bringing home a boxful of fluffy
chicks to raise. The folks at the store provided helpful information on how to
brood chicks in a cardboard box using a light bulb for heat. What they didn’t
point out is how fast chicks grow, and how soon they need a bigger — and then
an even bigger — cardboard box.

o Y

CHICKS HAPPEN

While I was brooding those chicks, I noticed that one of the buff bantam hens
that came with the house had disappeared. Lo and behold, one day she
reappeared, trailing a dozen fluffy yellow peepers. How did that happen? And
hey — why can’t I hatch chicks from my own hens instead of buying them at the
farm store?



So began my quest to learn all about hatching the eggs of not only my
chickens but also the ducks, geese, guineas, and turkeys that have populated my
barnyard over the years. Pretty soon I became known as “the lady with chickens
in her living room” — not the greatest idea because of all the dust baby birds
make. One day I lucked out and ran across a used galvanized box brooder at a
reasonable price, which allowed me to safely brood hatchlings in the garage.
Later I found a deal on a couple of battery brooders, which let me brood greater
quantities of birds. I was in poultry heaven. My husband and I have since made a
wide variety of brooders and have settled on custom designs that work best for
us in our situation.

Meanwhile I learned how lucky I was to have a setting hen so early in the
game, as not all modern hens are into motherhood. I have since looked after
many a broody hen and her hatchlings and still occasionally get surprised by a
stealth setter. Chapter 6 discusses the ins and outs of working with setting hens.

I have also learned to use a variety of incubators, starting with the minimalist
galvanized steel models — affectionately known as tin hens — once sold by
Sears, Roebuck, and working my way through an array of tabletop and cabinet
incubators of many shapes, sizes, and features.

WHY HATCH AND NOT BUY?

So why would anyone bother hatching eggs in an incubator when hatchlings are

so readily available from local breeders, farm stores, and mail order? Here are

some of the many reasons: * You wish to maintain a sustainable flock that

acclimates to your particular locale * You are working to restore an endangered

breed

* Your chosen breed may not feature reliable setters or good mothers * Your
facility’s conditions may not encourage broodiness

* Local wildlife or household pets may disturb the hens’ nests * You may wish
to keep your hens laying, which stops when they start setting « You are trying
to produce the perfect show bird

* You want to raise hatchlings outside the normal brooding season ¢« You want
more hatchlings than your hens are able to hatch

* You are seeking a fun and educational activity for your children or students
The decision to use a mechanical incubator is not necessarily either/or. I let
my hens set whenever one gets the urge because I enjoy the sight of a hen



with chicks. I use an incubator when I need a large number of chicks, such as

to raise pullets as replacements for old layers and to replenish our family’s

broiler supply with the excess cockerels.

And sometimes combining brooding with artificial incubation makes sense,
such as when a setting hen leaves the nest early, falls victim to a predator in
midterm, or makes her nest in an unsafe environment for hatchlings. In such
cases gathering up the started eggs and finishing the hatch in an incubator can
save the day.

Between the fun of maintaining a breeder flock (or otherwise acquiring fertile
eggs of the sort you want) and the joy of raising your own baby poultry comes a
3-to-4-week period of anticipation while you wait for the hatchlings to appear.
Even old pros experience pangs of anxiety during this waiting period, because
we know — mostly from past experience — all the things that can go wrong.

By paying careful attention to detail, starting with when and how you collect
eggs destined for hatching, you can look forward to the enormously rewarding
experience of hatching your own chicks. And should you wish to start your flock
that way, skip right to chapter 6. While you’re anxiously waiting for the eggs to
hatch, you’ll have plenty of time to prepare a brooder and read up on how to care
for the adorable big-eyed fuzzballs that are about to enter your life.



Part 1
The Chicks
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ACQUIRING YOUR FIRST CHICKS

Where you obtain your first baby poultry — whether they be chicks, keets,
poults, ducklings, or goslings — will be determined to some extent by what
breed or breeds you want and why you want them. Some sources are limited
to one or only a few breeds; others offer a broad variety. And among all the
potential sources, some carry strains that are more suitable for one purpose
than another.




Selecting a Chicken Breed The main purposes for
keeping chickens are for eggs, for meat, for both eggs and
meat, for exhibition, and for fun. Theoretically, these
purposes are not mutually exclusive, but in reality a breed
or hybrid that is considered suitable for both meat and
egg production — called a dual-purpose or utility chicken
— neither is as efficient at producing eggs as a layer
breed nor grows as rapidly as a meat breed. Likewise, a
strain that is developed primarily for exhibition generally
does not lay as well or grow as fast as a strain within the
same breed that has been developed for egg or meat
production. Of course, if you want chickens just for fun,
your choice is limited only by which breeds you most
enjoy looking at.

You can learn more about the various available breeds and hybrids by visiting
hatchery websites, by reviewing hatchery catalogs, and by reading a
comprehensive book such as Storey’s Illustrated Guide to Poultry Breeds. If your
interest is primarily in exhibition, the American Poultry Association’s illustrated
and periodically updated Standard of Perfection is a must-have. Once you start
homing in on a particular breed, seek out a regional or national club devoted to
promoting that breed. Most such clubs have websites offering information and
photographs on their chosen breed. Below is a quick review of the major breeds
and hybrids, and the purpose to which each is best suited.

CHICKENS FOR EGGS

All hens, unless they are old or ill, lay eggs. The so-called laying breeds lay
nearly an egg a day for long periods at a time. Other breeds lay fewer eggs per
year, either because they take longer rest periods between bouts of laying or
because they have a strong instinct to brood, and while a hen is incubating eggs
she stops laying. Some breeds are nearly as prolific as those known as laying



breeds, but they eat more feed per dozen eggs produced, and therefore are not
economical as layers. The laying breeds share the following four characteristics.

They lay large numbers of eggs per year. The best layers average between
250 and 280 eggs per year, although individual birds may exceed 300.

They have small bodies. Compared to larger hens, small-bodied birds need
less feed to maintain adequate muscle mass.

They begin laying at 17 to 21 weeks of age. Dual-purpose hens, by
comparison, generally start laying at 24 to 26 weeks.

They do not typically get broody. Since a hen stops laying once she begins
to nest, the best layers don’t readily brood.

The most efficient laying breeds tend to be nervous or flighty. But kept in
small numbers in uncrowded conditions, with care to avoid stress, these breeds
can work fine in a backyard flock.

Ancona chicks

Chicken Breeds Typically Kept for Eggs

BREED RATE OF LAY SHELL COLOR
Ameraucana* Good Blue
Best Tinted

Ancona



Better White
Andalusian

Good Blue
Araucana
Australorp* Good Brown
Barnevelder* Good Dark brown

Good Tinted
Campine
Catalana* Good Tinted
Chantecler* Good Brown
Dominique* Good Brown

Good Dark brown
Empordanesa

Best Tinted
Fazoumi

Good Tinted
Hamburg

Good Tinted
Lakenvelder

Best White



Leghorn

Marans* Good Brown
Minorca* Best White
Best White

Norwegian Jaerhon

Penedesenca* Good Dark brown
Plymouth Rock* Good Brown
Rhode Island Red* Good Brown
Rhode Island White* Good Brown
Welsumer* Good Dark brown

Good = 150-200; best = close to 300
*Better layers among the dual-purpose breeds

TYPICAL LAYER CHICKS

White Leghorn



Silver Lakenvelder

Blue Andalusian

Golden Campine
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breed. A genetically pure population having a common origin, similar body structure and other
identifying characteristics, and the ability to reliably produce offspring with the same conformation
and characteristics

brood. To sit on eggs until they hatch or raise a batch of hatchlings.

hybrid. A population parented by hens of one breed and cocks of another breed — generally for the
purpose of increased efficiency in egg production or rapid growth for meat production — having
similar body structure and characteristics but not able to always produce chicks with these body
traits.

straightbred. Also called purebred; a chicken of a single breed that has not been crossbred with any
other breed

strain. Also called a line; a related population of chickens — which may be either straightbred or
hybrid — having nearly identical conformation and other identifying characteristics that make them
especially suitable for a specific purpose, such as meat production, egg production, or exhibition

CHICKENS FOR MEAT

Any chicken may be raised for meat, but those best suited to the purpose were
developed for rapid growth and heavy muscling. The meat, or broiler, breeds



share four characteristics.

* They grow rapidly. These birds efficiently convert feed into muscle to
produce economical meat.

* They feather quickly. Energy is spent building muscle instead of developing
feathers.

* Their bodies are deep and wide. They have solid frames on which strong
muscles grow.

* They are broad breasted. A sizable portion of white meat is harvested from
these birds.

Breeds originally developed for meat include Brahma, Cochin, and Cornish.
American dual-purpose breeds with the greatest potential for efficient meat
production are the Delaware, New Hampshire, and Plymouth Rock. Although
the Jersey Giant grows to be the largest of all chickens, it is not economical as a
meat breed because it puts growth into bones before fleshing out, taking 6
months or more to yield a significant amount of meat for its size.

Our family raises chickens for both eggs and meat. Since we regularly hatch
chicks to replace our older layers, and since approximately 50 percent of those
chicks turn out to be males, we prefer a dual-purpose breed that both lays well
and produces fairly hefty cockerels to fill our freezer.

Light Brahma chicks

Chicken Breeds Commonly Raised for Meat



AVERAGE AGE BREED AVERAGE WEIGHT AVERAGE WEIGHT
AT SLAUGHTER COCKEREL PULLET
12-16 weeks Delaware” 7% b (2.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 ka)
MNew Hampshire® I lb (3.4 kag) 51 b (2.5 ka)
Plymouth Rock* 21b (2.6 kg) 6 b (2.75 ka)
16-20 weeks Ameraucana® 5% b (2.5 ka) 4% b (2 ka)
Australorp® 7% b (3.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 ka)
Buckeye* 21b (2.6 kg) 5% b (2.5 ko)
Chantecler* 7 b (3.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 kg)
Dominigque* 6 lb (2.75 kg) 4 b (1.75 kg
Faverolle* 71b (3.2 ka) 5% b (2.5 ko)
Helland® 7 b (3.4 ka) 5% Ib (2.5 kag)
Marans® 72 1b (2.4 ka) 6 lb (2.75 kg
Rhode Island Red*® 7z b (3.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 ka)
Rhode Island White* 7 b (3.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 kag)
Sussex” 72 1b (3.4 ka) 6 lb (2.75 kg
Wyandotte® 7z b (3.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 ko)
20-24 weeks Barnevelder® &b (2.75 ka) 51b (2.25 ka)
Crevecour 7lb (3.2 kg) 5% b (2.5 ka)
Dorking* 21b (2.6 kg) 6 lb (2.75 ka)
Houdan® 71b (3.2 kg) 51zlb (2.5 kg
Java® 21b (2.6 kg) &'z b (32 ka)
Maked Neck® 7 b (3.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 kag)
Orpington 8% b (3.9 ka) 71b (3.2 ka)
Welsumer® 6 lb (2.75 kag) 51b (2.25 ka)
24 weeks Brahma 10 b (4.5 ka) 7% b (3.4 ka)
fﬁ mgghs) Cochin 9 lb (4.1kg) 6% Ib (3 ka)
Cornish 8z b (2.9 ka) 6% 1b (32 ka)
Jersey Giant Mk (5 ka) 8lb (3.6 ka)
La Fleche® 71b (2.2 kg) 5% b (2.5 kag)
Langshan® 81k (2.6 ka) &Y b (3 ka)
Malay 7 b (3.4 ka) 5% b (2.5 kag)
Orloff 6z b (2 ka) 51b (2.25 kg
Shamo® alb (4.1 ka) 5% b (2.5 ko)

*Better growers among the dual-purpose breeds

Talking Fowl

chick. A baby chicken of either sex

cock. Also called a rooster; a mature male chicken cockerel. A male chicken under one year of age
hatchling. A newly hatched bird of any species hen. A mature female chicken

pullet. A female chicken under one year of age



DUAL-PURPOSE CHICKENS

Utility, or dual-purpose, straightbreds are the old-time farmstead chickens. They
have four characteristics in common.

* They produce a fair number of eggs. Expect eggs-a-plenty, although the
hens don’t lay quite as efficiently as the breeds developed primarily for egg
production.

* Chicks hatched from their eggs will be pretty much like the parent flock.
They’ll resemble their elders in temperament and body conformation.

» Excess cockerels are worth eating. However, they don’t grow as efficiently
as breeds developed primarily for meat production.

» They are good to exceptional foragers. They’ll happily scrounge around in
the yard or on pasture to obtain a great portion of needed proteins, vitamins,
and minerals from bugs and plants.




Dual-Purpose Chicken Breeds

Ameraucana

Australorp

Barnevelder

Buckeye

Catalana

Chantecler

Delaware




Dominique

Dorking

Faverolle

Holland Houdan Java

La Fleche

Langshan

Marans

Minorca

Naked Neck

New Hampshire

Orpington

Penedesenca Plymouth Rock Redcap

Rhode Island Red

Rhode Island White

Shamo

Sussex

Vorwerk

Welsumer

Wyandotte

HYBRID CHICKENS

Chickens developed for commercial meat production are hybrid — a cross
between roosters of one breed and hens of another. Some of the best layers,
particularly Leghorns, are not strictly hybrids but are a cross between roosters of
one specialized strain and hens of another. Crossing breeds or strains produces
chicks with hybrid vigor, which makes crossbred chicks stronger and healthier



than either of their parents, resulting in better layers or faster growers than either
breed or strain used in the cross.

Crosses are also made to take advantage of sex linkage, or characteristics that
are genetically transmitted by genes carried on the sex chromosomes. These
genetic characteristics allow chicks to be readily identified by gender from the
moment they hatch by examining either color differences or rate of feather
growth between the cockerels and the pullets.

Easter Egger

Among layers, the pullets may be easily sorted out and raised as layers, while
the cockerels are discarded as being uneconomical to raise because, of course,
they don’t lay eggs and they put too little meat on the bone to raise for meat.

Among broilers, sorting the sexes results in groups of chicks that grow at a
consistent rate — cockerels generally grow faster and are ready for the freezer
sooner than pullets.

Fast-growing industrial Cornish-cross hybrids are the most efficient meat
chickens for rapid growth and have white feathers for clean picking. Because
their primary goal in life is to eat and grow, they do best in confinement. For
pasture-raised broilers, hybrids are developed that have colored feathers, making
them less visible to predators. These color range broilers are also a type of
Cornish cross, but instead of being bred from industrially developed strains, they
are bred from slower-growing traditional strains. These hybrids grow more
quickly than their straightbred parents, making them more efficient for meat
production, but they grow more slowly than industrial broilers, making their
meat more flavorful.

A few commercial hybrids, particularly among the brown-egg layers, are
considered to be dual purpose. However, if your reason for keeping a dual-
purpose flock is self-sufficiency, which includes hatching eggs from your own



chickens, hybrids are not the way to go, since they do not breed true, meaning
they do not uniformly produce offspring that are exactly like the parents. The
only way to obtain more of the same is to go back to the original cross.

Common Commercial Hybrid Chickens

LAYERS OF BROWN-SHELL EGGS

Black Rock

Black Sex-Link*

Black Star

Cherry Egger

Cinnamon Queen

Golden Buff

Golden Comet

Gold Star

Indian River*

Production Red

Red Rock

Red Sex-Link

Red Star

LAYERS OF WHITE-SHELL EGGS

Austra White

California White

Leghorn strains

LAYERS OF EGGS WITH VARIED SHELL COLOR

Easter Egger™



WHITE BROILERS

Cornish Cross

Cornish Rock

COLOR RANGE BROILERS

Black Broiler

Cebe Black

Cebe Red

Color Yield

Colored Range

Freedom Ranger

Kosher King

Redbro

Red Broilers

Red Meat Maker

Redpac

Rosambro

Silver Cross

*Dual-purpose strains suitable for both egg and meat production

TYPICAL HYBRID CHICKS



Left: Golden Buff, also called Cinnamon Queen, Golden Comet, Golden Sex-Link, Red Sex-Link,
and Red Star. Right: Black Sex-Link, also called Black Star, Black Rock, and Red Rock

ORNAMENTAL CHICKENS

If efficient egg or meat production is not as important to you as having fancy
chickens running around your yard, or you’re hoping to get involved in
exhibiting your chickens, consider the ornamental breeds. Although these breeds
have been developed more for their aesthetic qualities than for the production of
eggs or meat, some of them fall under the dual-purpose category. As a general
rule, however, strains developed for exhibition purposes or as pets are bred more
for appearance than for usefulness in producing eggs or meat.






Bantams

All bantams, because of their size and the small size of their eggs, are considered
ornamental no matter how well they lay or how fast they grow. A bantam is a
small chicken, about one-fourth to one-fifth as heavy as a large-size chicken and
generally weighing 2 pounds (0.9 kg) or less. Not all bantams have the same
ancestry as the large version of the same breed; some were developed from
entirely different bloodlines to look similar, only smaller.

Nearly every large breed has a bantam version, but some bantams have no
large counterpart. Bantams that do not are considered true bantams, while those
that do are considered miniatures. But they are not exact miniatures — the size
of their head, tail, wings, feathers, and eggs is larger than would be true of
perfect miniatures.



Common Ornamental Chicken Breeds

Cochin

Crevecoeur

Cubalaya

Houdan*

Kraienkoppe

La Fleche*

Langshan*

Modern Game

Naked Neck*

Old English Game

Orloff

Phoenix

Polish

Redcap*

Sicilian Buttercup

Silkie




Spanish

Spitzhauben

Sultan

Sumatra

Yokohama

TRUE BANTAMS

American Game Bantam

Belgian Bearded d’ Anvers

Belgian Bearded d’Uccle

Booted Bantam

Dutch Bantam

Japanese Bantam

Nankin

Rosecomb

Sebright

Serama

*Dual-purpose breeds Care to Try Turkeys or Guineas?

Other popular species of land-dwelling poultry, or land fowl, include turkeys and
guinea fowl. Both are, in many ways, similar to chickens. However, unlike
chickens, which are generally fairly quiet — provided you don’t keep a rooster
— guineas and gobbling tom turkeys make enough racket to disturb neighbors.
They are therefore better suited to rural areas than to populated neighborhoods.
Turkeys are basically meat birds, and all turkeys make good eating, although
some breeds are considered to be primarily ornamental because they are small
bodied, or grow slowly, or have dark feathers that do not readily pluck clean.



Industrial strains, on the other hand, are developed for broad breasts, rapid
growth, and light-colored pinfeathers. If you plan to hatch turkey eggs, be aware
that the broad-breasted strains cannot mate naturally because of their enormous
weight and outsized chests. Propagating a broad-breasted turkey requires
artificial insemination.

Common Turkey Breeds

Farmstead Breeds

Bourbon Red

Bronze

Midget White

Narragansett

Broad-Breasted Breeds

Broad-Breasted Bronze

Broad-Breasted White

Giant White

Mammoth Bronze

Ornamental Breeds

Black (Spanish)

Chocolate

Jersey Buff

Royal Palm

Slate (Blue Slate)



White Holland

Guinea fowl, too, come in large (French and Jumbo) strains and smaller
common strains. French and Jumbo guineas are generally raised for the table;
their dark, tender, lean meat tastes a bit like pheasant. Common guinea fowl are
somewhat smaller, although they, too, make good eating when harvested young.
Their more typical use is to reduce populations of ticks and other bugs, to ward
off snakes, and to deter predators through mob attack. They are also interesting
to look at, and their antics are fun to watch. By contrast to all the different breeds
available among chickens and turkeys, the dozens of strains of guinea are
distinguished by feather color, the most common color being pearl, consisting of
medium gray feathers covered with a profusion of white spots.

Keet

Poult



Talking Fowl

MATURE FEMALE MATURE MALE BABY
Duck Hen or duck Drake Duckling
Goose Hen or goose Gander Gosling
Guinea Hen Cock Keet
Turkey Hen Tom Poult

Choosing Ducks and Geese Waterfowl — ducks and
geese — are similar to turkeys and guineas in that their
noisy quacking and honking can annoy neighbors. They
are therefore best suited for less populated areas, unless
you opt for quackless ducks, otherwise known as
Muscovies. Although waterfowl are among the easiest
domestic poultry to raise, they should never be brooded
together with chicks or other land fowl. Ducklings and
goslings love to splash in water and can create quite a
messy brooder, while chicks, keets, and poults need to
stay dry to avoid getting chilled.

Like all domestic poultry, some waterfowl breeds, strains, and hybrids are
kept primarily for egg or meat production, while others are largely ornamental.
Among ducks the larger, meatier breeds do not lay as well as the midsize dual-
purpose breeds or the smaller breeds kept primarily for eggs. Breeds with white
or light-colored feathers pluck cleaner, although the breeds with more colorful
plumage are less visible to predators.

Among geese no breed is as prolific as the best layers among ducks. Most
domestic goose breeds have been developed for meat, although some are
primarily ornamental because of their small size. Mature geese are strong birds
that can become angry when teased and aggressive during nesting season. The



larger strains of Toulouse sometimes have trouble breeding naturally.







Waterfowl Breeds

DUCKS GEESE
Lightweight Lightweight
Campbell Chinese
Harlequin Roman
Magpie Shetland
Runner
Midweight Midweight
Ancona American Buff

Buff (Orpington)

American Tufted Buff



Cayuga Pilgrim

Crested Pomeranian
Swedish Sebastopol
Heavyweight Heavyweight
Appleyard African
Aylesbury Embden
Muscovy Toulouse

Pekin Toulouse, Dewlap
Rouen Toulouse, Giant
Saxony
Bantam Ornamental
Australian Spotted Canada

Call Egyptian

East Indie

Mallard

What Is a Heritage Breed?

Heritage, or heirloom, breeds are traditional breeds developed over many years of selective breeding.
Such ancient breeds as Sweden’s downy Hedemora chicken, Japan’s longtail Onagadori chicken, and
Scotland’s hardy Shetland goose certainly qualify. However, the word “heritage” has no precise

definition that everyone fully agrees on.

The American Livestock Breeds Conservancy has developed a list of criteria for use in labeling
eggs or meat sold as being from a heritage breed. According to this definition, a heritage breed must:




e Have been recognized by the American Poultry Association prior to the mid-twentieth
century

¢ Reproduce through natural mating

¢ Have the genetic ability to live a long, vigorous life

¢ Thrive outdoors under pasture-based management

¢ Have a moderate to slow rate of growth for proper development

Finding the Hatchlings for You Once you decide what
kind of hatchlings you want, it’s time to seek out sources.
Some sources are highly specialized; others offer a broad
variety of species and breeds. Some sources produce the
same breeds year after year, while others introduce one or
more exotic new breeds each year.

If you’re getting poultry mainly for the fun of it, you needn’t be as fussy about
finding a source as you would be if you want birds that will produce eggs or
meat economically or if you wish to be successful at showing. Below are the
primary sources for chicks.

FARM STORE LIMITS

Not every farm store handles chicks, and those that do offer a limited selection
for a limited time; chicks are generally available there only from early March
through Easter week. Another disadvantage to buying at a farm store, especially
at some big chains, is that the employees don’t know, or are not allowed to tell
you, what kind of chicks they are offering. An advantage is that you can get as
few as you want or as many as they have.

One thing you want to avoid is getting free chicks when you buy a sack of
chick starter ration. Those chicks are commonly Leghorn cockerels that most
people have no use for, as they don’t put enough meat on their bones to make
good eating — and who needs a coop full of roosters?

Some farm stores, particularly the chains, obtain their chicks from hatcheries
certified by the National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP; see box). Other farm
stores, especially ones that are locally owned, acquire their chicks from local



farmers who may or may not participate in NPIP.

National Poultry Improvement Plan

The National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) is a federal program that works through state
programs to certify participating poultry producers as having flocks that are free of several serious
diseases. Birds purchased from an NPIP participant are reasonably certain to be healthy. On the other
hand, a lot of poultry breeders don’t want to get involved in government bureaucracy, which does not
automatically mean their chickens are unhealthy. Use your best judgment when dealing with a
breeder that does not participate in NPIP. To search the NPIP directory of participants, visit
www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health.

Partridge Rock

LOCAL POULTRY KEEPERS: A GOOD START

Lots of people get their first chicks from a neighbor, which has the advantage
that the strain is already acclimated to your local environment compared to birds
you might purchase from some distant place. Connecting with local poultry
keepers gives you someone to contact when you have questions or concerns
about raising your own birds. Buying locally also gives you a chance to see the
parent flock and verify for yourself that they are maintained in a sanitary and
healthful condition.

Your local farm store may be able to tell you who has chicks for sale or may
have a bulletin board where customers can post livestock for sale. Your county
Extension agent should know who keeps poultry in your area and may know a 4-
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H member with chicks for sale. The county or local fair poultry show, if your
county has one, is another place to meet local poultry keepers and is a good
place to find out if your area has a regional poultry club whose members can be
invaluable in helping you get started. Also check local free shopper newspapers,
radio swap meets, and local networking websites, including the Craigslist
classified ads (www.craigslist.org) for your locale. At those same places you
might also post a wanted notice describing what breed you are looking for and
how many hatchlings you are seeking.

KNOW YOUR LOCAL HATCHERY

A hatchery is a place that incubates eggs and sells the resulting chicks. In some
cases the hatchery doesn’t own the breeder flocks that lay the eggs but contracts
with local farmers to obtain eggs from the desired breeds. In other cases the
hatchery may own the breeder flocks and contract with local farmers to care for
them, giving the hatchery somewhat greater control over the quality of the
breeder flocks.

Not many of us live near enough to a hatchery to stop in to pick up a batch of
chicks, and some hatcheries don’t allow visitors, to prevent the introduction of
poultry diseases into their facility. Those hatcheries that allow visitors are not
likely to have birds on display and certainly are not likely to allow visitors into
the hatching room. Even though a hatchery is nearby, call ahead to determine if
they have what you want. You may have to order your chicks well in advance of
when you want them, as hatcheries typically incubate eggs to fill orders rather
than hatch eggs and then try to sell the chicks.

Some hatcheries are highly specialized, for example, at producing Leghorn
pullets for local egg farms. Other hatcheries may deal solely with waterfowl, or
turkeys, or guinea fowl. Unfortunately, a few hatcheries churn out large numbers
of low-quality birds. Most hatcheries, however, do participate in NPIP.


http://www.craigslist.org

Light brown Leghorn

HATCHERY CHICKS FOR SALE

Hatcheries offer several options for you to choose from. Among them are whether you want your chicks to
be sexed or unsexed, vaccinated, or debeaked.

Sexed chicks have been sorted according to whether they are male or female, so you can get as many
pullets or cockerels as you want, with as much accuracy as current technology allows. Except among
broiler strains, within a given breed sexed pullets cost the most, straight run cost less, and sexed cockerels
cost the least. In most cases cockerels have the least value because a flock needs fewer roosters than hens,
or none at all, if you or your neighbors don’t want to hear crowing. You do not need a rooster to get eggs,
and roosters can be rough on the hens, although many people feel that including at least one cock in the
flock doubles the enjoyment of having chickens. Among commercial broiler strains, cockerels are the most
expensive and pullets are less expensive than straight run, because the cockerels grow better than the
pullets.

Unsexed chicks — also called as-hatched or straight run — have not been sorted by gender and therefore
are mixed exactly as they hatch. Theoretically, a hatch should be 50/50. Some hatches have more pullets
than cockerels, but more often the ratio is 60/40 or even 70/30 in favor of cockerels. The smaller the
number of chicks, the more likely the ratio will be skewed one way or the other, most commonly in favor
of cockerels. The greater the number of chicks, the better chance you have of getting at least 50 percent
pullets. If you plan to hatch eggs in the future, getting a batch of straight-run chicks will give you hens to
raise for eggs, plenty of roosters to choose from to fertilize the eggs, and surplus cockerels to put in the
freezer.



Vaccinations offered by some hatcheries include immunization against such things as Marek’s disease or
coccidiosis. Marek’s is a fairly common disease caused by a highly contagious herpes virus that results in
tumors, paralysis, and suppression of the immune system; it does not affect humans. Some chicken breeds
and strains are genetically resistant to this disease in varying degrees. The vaccine helps reduce losses but
does not confer complete immunity. In any case, vaccinating broilers is unnecessary because they are
harvested before they reach the age when Marek’s becomes an issue.

Coccidiosis is a common protozoal disease that affects chicks but not humans. Vaccination stimulates a
natural immunity that produces lifetime protection against this disease, but you must take care to never
feed your chicks medicated rations. They contain a coccidiostat, which is a drug that inhibits the
development of coccidiosis and therefore would neutralize the vaccine. An alternative to vaccination is to
manage your chicks in a way that helps them avoid getting coccidiosis.

Debeaking, or surgically shortening the beak, is another option offered by some hatcheries as an industry
practice designed to prevent overcrowded chickens from eating one another. Debeaking mars a bird’s
appearance. Furthermore, with proper management cannibalism should not be a problem, making
debeaking unnecessary. You can find more information on Marek’s disease, coccidiosis, and cannibalism
in chapter 5.

MAIL-ORDER CHICKS

Mail-order sources for chicks abound, and nearly every one has a website or a
catalog, or both. Trying to pick a reputable mail-order source out of the crowd
can be daunting. Some of them are hatcheries; others are brokers that take orders
and outsource fulfillment. I once unwittingly bought some goslings from such a
firm, and a year or two later when I wanted more of the same, the folks at this
firm said they couldn’t remember, and had no record of, who had shipped the
first goslings.

One way to find a reputable source is to chat with the manager of a local farm
store that sells chicks each spring. By doing that I obtained a short list of reliable
mail-order sources, as well as advice on some sources to avoid. Personally, I like
a source that publishes photographs of real chickens, rather than idealized
artwork.

Plan to place your order around the first of the year, especially if you want a
rare or popular breed. Some breeds sell out rapidly; if you delay ordering, you
run the risk that your chosen source will sell out, and you will have to either find
an alternative source or select a different breed.

A few mail-order firms specialize in shipping small batches, but most require
a minimum order, usually 15 or 25, to ensure that enough birds are packed into



the shipping box to keep each other warm during the long journey. A large box
holds about 100 chicks, or the equivalent in other species; a medium box holds
50; and a small box holds up to 25. Fewer than 15 chicks are not enough to stay
warm, but some firms successfully ship as few as 3 along with a heating pad.

If you live in a remote area, check with your local postmaster to make sure
chicks may be shipped there. Chicks can do okay for 2 to 3 days without food
and water, while they’re still surviving on yolk reserves. If the journey from the
hatchery to your destination would take longer than 72 hours, the postal service
will not accept the shipment.

Assuming your post office handles live birds, notify the personnel there that
you have ordered chicks, tell them when you expect the chicks to arrive, and ask
that you be called when they get there; most hatcheries will post your phone
number on the outside of the box. You can expect your chicks to arrive within 1
or 2 days of being shipped, which is usually on a Monday, so chicks won’t have
to endure being left in a closed post office over a weekend. Be prepared to pick
up your chicks at the post office so they won’t have the extra stress of riding
around in the carrier’s vehicle and so you can quickly get them home to feed,
water, and warmth.

When you receive chicks by mail, open the box in front of the mail carrier to
verify any claim you may have for losses. Occasionally, chicks die in transit,
either because they weren’t vigorous to start with, or because they were
mishandled along the way — perhaps handled roughly; left for too long on an
extremely hot or cold dock; or misrouted, thus taking longer than usual to be
delivered. But most of the time chicks arrive in good condition, cheeping loudly
because they are tired, hungry, thirsty, and eager to get to their new home.

BARGAIN ASSORTMENTS

Some hatcheries offer assortment packages that can be a real bargain if you’re
not fussy about what you receive. Because not all eggs hatch, a hatchery
typically incubates extra eggs to ensure it can fill all orders. Assortment specials
made up of any extras that hatch might be packaged as large-breed assortments,
bantam assortments, waterfowl assortments, surprise (anything goes)
assortments, or whatever assortment the hatchery feels will move surplus
hatchlings.

Since most people want to start chicks in the springtime, typically around
Easter, some hatcheries offer bargain assortments as the hatching season winds



down. Before placing your order, read the fine print to make sure the chicks are
what you really want. An assortment of large-bodied cockerels won’t be much of
a bargain if what you want is a coop full of small-bodied laying hens.

Chicks are shipped in boxes with lots of holes for ventilation. A midsize
box like this one holds about 50 chicks or the equivalent in other species.

SPECIALTY BREEDERS




Most small-scale poultry breeders specialize in one breed, or sometimes several
similar or related breeds. A specialty breeder would be the way to go if you are
seeking a highly specific type of poultry. For instance, if you plan to exhibit your
chosen breed, you will want to seek out someone who raises and successfully
shows that breed. Not all exhibitors are willing to part with chicks, but most
exhibitors know others who specialize in the same breed and may have what you
are looking for.

Most breeds have one or more specialty clubs whose members raise, show,
and promote their chosen breed, and many such clubs publish a membership list
to help you locate members in your area. You can find out if any clubs promote
your chosen breed by doing an Internet search using as your key words the name
of the breed followed by the word “club”; if nothing comes up, substitute the
word “association” for “club.”

If you wish to pasture poultry, look for a source that specializes in producing
layer strains or color range broilers suitable for pasturing. Some of the bigger
hatcheries offer a limited selection of such breeds. Other sources may be found
through any of the organizations that promote poultry pasturing. And while
you’re shopping around, keep in mind that breeders that handle poultry on a
commercial level, including for food production, are more likely than breeders
who raise poultry for show to participate in NPIP.

LIVESTOCK AUCTIONS AND SWAP MEETS

Local livestock auctions and swap meets are good places to check current prices,
meet breeders, and learn who has quality stock and who doesn’t. But they are
also the best places to avoid buying poultry, because birds (and their diseases)
are brought together from multiple sources. Hatchlings may look perfectly
healthy on site, but by the time you get them home, they may not do so well. It’s
not worth the heartbreak or the possibility of introducing diseases onto your
place that might affect healthy chickens you may acquire later on. Furthermore,
even if you find chicks for sale, you might not be correctly told what breed they
are.

Swap meets are a bit better than livestock auctions, because you are more
likely to be told the correct breed and the chicks won’t be handled as roughly,
but the same caveat applies regarding the spread of diseases. I don’t care to
attend auctions or swap meets in case I might bring home some disease pathogen
in the form of poop on the bottom of my shoes. The same is true of buying used




equipment at these places.

The potential problems created by sales that bring together birds from many
sources may be avoided by using one of the online auctions, which may be
found by doing a keyword search for “online poultry auctions.” Most of the
poultry forums also have a section where chicks may be offered for sale. Unless
the seller is well known in the poultry community, though, you may not get what
you think you’re buying, and you have no way of knowing if the seller runs a
clean operation.

HATCH YOUR OWN

Getting started with poultry by acquiring fertile eggs and hatching them yourself
is a big undertaking, and therefore one I don’t heartily recommend. However, the
idea does have a certain logic, not to mention charm. It definitely makes a
terrifically educational project for a classroom or a home-schooling family. If
you’re determined to go that route, you can find information on acquiring eggs
for hatching and choosing an incubator to hatch them in, by jumping to part 2,
which starts on page 109.

The Right Time for Chicks Hatchlings of one sort or
another are available nearly year-round, although most
sources hatch primarily in the springtime for these
reasons: * Some breeds lay eggs only in the spring

* Demand for hatchlings is highest in the spring
* Breeder flocks produce the healthiest chicks in spring ¢ Chicks thrive best in
warming spring weather

Although the greatest selection in hatchlings is available from about February
through June, March and April are ideal months to brood chicks because the
weather is starting to warm up but is still cool enough to discourage diseases. As
the weather gradually warms, you can reduce the amount of necessary artificial
heat accordingly, which helps chicks feather out more quickly, so they’ll be fully
feathered against cold weather come the following winter. Furthermore, spring
pullets will start laying in the fall and continue laying throughout the winter.




Their production will peak the following spring and from there will gradually
decline as the year progresses.

If you’re raising commercial-strain broilers, you’ll need to avoid the stressful
heat of summer. Since they take only 6 to 8 weeks to reach harvest weight, either
start them early enough in spring to have them in the freezer before hot weather
hits or start them in late summer so they will grow out during cooler fall weather.
Raising one batch in spring and another in fall spreads out the workload of
managing and harvesting broilers for the family freezer. If, for example, your
family eats one chicken per week, or about 50 chickens per year, you might raise
two dozen in the spring and another two dozen in the fall, which not only
spreads the workload over time but also requires less freezer space for storage.

Signs of spring



2
SETTING UP YOUR BROODER

Before the arrival of hatchlings, have your brooding facility set up and
ready for them to move into. Setting up a brooder isn’t difficult, or
expensive, once you know what’s needed. Although fully appointed
brooders are available for sale, a sturdy cardboard box serves quite nicely
as a first-time brooder.

Brooding baby poultry of any species generates a lot of fine dust, so locate
your brooder where that won’t be a problem. Your living room or guest
room, for example, is not ideal because the dust will settle on drapes,
furniture, and carpets. Much more suitable is a room with easy-to-clean
hard surfaces, such as a laundry room or spare bathroom. A garage or tool
shed is another possibility, provided it isn’t drafty. If you have an
unoccupied coop or other outbuilding where the birds will live when they
mature, you might set up the brooding facility there.




Brooder Features

Hatchlings are not entirely helpless, but until they grow a full complement of
feathers you’ll need to keep them warm and dry and protect them from harm.
Like any other babies they also must be fed and kept clean. A brooder serves all
the necessary functions by means of the following features:

Adequate space for the number of birds. Initially, they don’t need much
room, because (like other babies) they spend most of their time eating and
sleeping. If you have a larger brooder you can block off a portion of it for the
first days to keep the baby birds close to the sources of food, water, and heat. As
the birds grow and become more active, they will need more room, both to avoid
stress and conflicts and to prevent a too-rapid buildup of moisture and manure.
Provide additional space either by moving them to larger quarters or by opening
up the portion of the brooder you blocked off.

A reliable and adjustable heat source. A hatchling’s body has little by way
of temperature control, although a group of them can stay warm by huddling
together in a small space — which is why a boxful of babies may be shipped by
mail. Given sufficient space to move around within a brooder, chicks need an
external source of warmth until the down covering their bodies gives way to
feathers, starting at about three weeks of age. As they grow they need less and
less external heat, because their bodies gradually generate more warmth that
helps heat up the brooder. The brooding temperature must be systematically
reduced as they grow.

Escape-proof design. Hatchlings can sneak out through the smallest openings
at the brooder’s floor level. A brooder that lacks a sliding adjustable gate to
prevent escape should be solid for at least 6 inches (15 cm) up from the floor. At
about three weeks of age, the chicks will start exercising their wings and try to
perch on anything their tiny wings let them fly onto. Chicks kept in a brooder
with low walls and no cover may inadvertently escape when they perch on the
brooder’s edge and then come back down on the wrong side.

Protection. The safest sort of brooder is one that entirely encloses the chicks
and must be opened purposely to tend to their needs. Inside the family home,
exuberant children and excited pets can harm delicate chicks without meaning
to. A brooder set up in a garage or outbuilding must offer protection from such
predators as weasels, rats, and snakes that can squeeze through incredibly small
openings.

Freedom from drafts. A brooder inside the house most likely won’t be



subject to drafts, provided it is not directly in the air current generated by a fan
or air conditioner. A brooder in a garage or outbuilding must be shielded from
any drafts that might reduce the brooding temperature and chill the birds.

Good ventilation. A brooder needs good air exchange to provide plenty of
oxygen while removing the carbon dioxide and moisture that chicks generate
through breathing. For this reason most brooders have either a screened top or a
sliding adjustable gate around the sides to provide adequate ventilation.

Talking Fowl

brooder. A facility designed to replace a mother hen as a place where hatchlings are temporarily
raised until they have enough feathers to keep themselves warm

droppings. Bird poop
forage. To wander around a yard or on pasture looking for food; or the food itself

grow unit. Also called grow house, grow pen, and halfway house. Intermediate housing for birds that
have outgrown their brooder but are still too small to be safe and comfortable in facilities designed
for full-grown birds

hatchling. A bird that has recently hatched from an egg

picking. Undesirable land-fowl behavior involving pulling out each other’s feathers or pecking at
flesh to the point of causing open wounds

Protection from moisture. Chicks not only generate moisture by breathing
but also by pooping and by splashing the drinking water. The moisture issue is
worse for waterfowl. Brooder bedding that accumulates moisture becomes
moldy, creating a health hazard for hatchlings, and therefore must be cleaned out
and replaced often.

Proper flooring for baby birds. The brooder floor should not be so slippery
chicks can’t walk without sliding, nor should it be covered with a type of



bedding chicks will trip over, have trouble walking on, or be attracted to eat. The
suitability of bedding and flooring changes as chicks grow. This subject is
covered in detail in chapter 3.

Sufficient light to find the feeder and drinker. If the source of heat is a
lightbulb or heat lamp, no additional light source is needed. If the heater does not
also provide light, you must light the brooder in some way, such as light in the
bright room in which the chicks are brooded, sunlight coming through a window,
or a low-level lightbulb in or near the brooder.

Keep Spare Bulbs

Brooder heaters consisting of light-emitting bulbs may burn out. Some ready-made brooders use an
ether-filled wafer to regulate heat, but the wafer may spring a leak (see page 134 for information on
wafers). Depending on the type of heat your brooder uses, keep one or more spare bulbs or wafers on
hand to ensure your baby birds don’t get chilled should the first one fail.

Suitable feeders and drinkers. Different styles of feeders and drinkers are
available that have been designed specifically for baby poultry. This subject is
covered in detail in chapter 3.

Solid Floor versus Hardware Cloth

Some brooders have a solid floor; others have a floor made of hardware cloth. A solid floor provides
a surface to hold a layer of bedding, which helps keep chicks dry and insulates the brooder floor for
improved warmth. A solid floor also gives chicks an opportunity to develop natural immunity
through gradual exposure to common microbes in the environment, particularly coccidiosis.

Hardware cloth is easier to clean, since droppings and other debris fall through the mesh to be
collected on a droppings tray or a layer of newspaper for easy disposal. Small-mesh hardware cloth is
ideal for waterfowl because it allows splashed drinking water to drain away from the birds. But for
land fowl, hardware cloth has these disadvantages:

A resting bird can get a hock joint jammed into the mesh. If the bird is not immediately
extracted, the joint will twist or swell and the bird may become permanently crippled.

Wire mesh is hard on a bird’s feet. As chicks — especially the heavier breeds — grow and gain
weight, they may develop sores on the bottoms of their feet.

Hardware cloth does not give chicks gradual exposure to coccidiosis, which helps them
develop immunity. Chicks that are later moved to a solid floor may therefore suffer an outbreak of
coccidiosis.

Chicks brooded on wire are at greater risk for cannibalism than chicks raised on litter. Since
exploratory pecking is normal behavior, chicks with nothing else to peck will peck each other, in
which case pecking becomes picking.




Hardware cloth may be used — briefly and cautiously — in grow housing for birds that no longer
need a heated brooder but are still small and lightweight enough that they don’t get foot sores. A
plywood or other hard surface, for example, might be fitted over a hardware cloth floor for the first
few weeks of brooding, then removed when the chicks are big enough to walk on wire mesh but still
small enough to remain in confinement.

Ready-Made Brooders

Ready-made brooders come in many different styles and sizes, ranging from
small ones that hold a dozen or so chicks to large outfits designed to brood
hundreds. The style and size that are best for you will depend on how often you
plan to brood, how many birds you plan to brood at once, and how much money
you want to spend.

BOX BROODER

A commercially available box brooder is made of metal or metal and plastic. It
typically has a built-in heat source, a low-level light, and a hardware-cloth floor
with a removable tray underneath to collect waste. Lining the tray with sheets of
paper makes the trays easier to clean, and the paper may be composted. Built-in
feed and water troughs are attached to the outside along three sides to furnish
plenty of feeding and drinking space, while keeping the chicks from fouling the
feed or water.

A sliding adjustable gate protects each trough so chicks can’t climb into and
drown in the water, poop in the feed, or fall out of the brooder. To ensure the
chicks can always reach feed and water, the bars must be monitored regularly
and adjusted as the chicks grow.

Typical box brooders are sized to hold about 50 chicks for 4 weeks or 100
chicks for 2 weeks. Before the chicks grow so tall that their heads rub against the
top, or so big that they can’t get their heads through the bars to eat and drink,
they must be moved to a grow unit.



GQF Manufacturing’s aluminum universal box brooder will brood 100 chicks for 2 weeks or 50
chicks for 4 weeks.

A box brooder has troughs around the outside to hold feed and water and protective bars to ensure
chicks can eat and drink but not escape.

BATTERY BROODER

A battery brooder consists of a series of box brooders stacked on top of each
other. The removable droppings trays prevent waste generated at one level from
falling on chicks in the level below. A battery lets you brood lots of chicks in a



small space, and the various levels offer a convenient way to separate birds of
different genders, ages, breeds, or species.

Some batteries are designed with a rack that holds a specific number of levels,
typically three to five. Others consist of a wheeled frame onto which you can
stack individual box brooders as high as you can reach. Each level has its own
heater, so you can save electricity by turning off heat in any unoccupied level.

Because a box brooder can accommodate chicks for no more than about 4
weeks, some batteries consist of a combination of box brooders and grow units.
Each grow unit is similar to a box brooder but lacks a heater and is somewhat
taller to accommodate growing birds.

A typical scenario for a battery consisting of one brooder and two grow units
(or, for raising broilers, four grow units) is to brood four dozen chicks for 4
weeks, after which they are split up and moved to the grow units. Another four
dozen chicks then may be started in the brooder. By the time the second batch is
ready to be moved to the grow units, the first chicks are big enough to move
outside or, if they are broilers, have reached the age of harvest.

A battery filled to capacity tends to get messy fast, and batteries are difficult to
clean. Furthermore, they work best when located in a heated room or an
outbuilding that is free of drafts.



This battery from GQF Manufacturing has a brooder at the top and two grow units below.

AREA BROODER

The most common type of brooder used on poultry farms is an area brooder,
which is not an individual brooding unit but a small space separated from a
larger area for the purpose of confining chicks close to heat, feed, and water.
Area brooders have traditionally been used to brood large numbers of chicks on
a farm, but the same concept easily may be scaled down to brood just a few
chicks.

An area brooder has an advantage over a box or battery in being easily
expandable, so you can brood more chicks at a time and they won’t outgrow
their housing as quickly, if at all; the building in which the area brooder is set up
may be the same building in which the birds will live when they mature. An area
brooder gives chicks flexibility to adjust their own comfort level, especially
when days are hot and nights are cool.

Kits are available that include all the necessary parts to set up a small area
brooder. For more than just a few chicks, an area brooder is generally purchased



as separate parts that are arranged according to the number of chicks to be
brooded. Area brooders are therefore described more fully under Homemade
Brooders on page 36.

An area brooder starter kit includes a feeder, a drinker, a cardboard corral, a heat bulb and fixture,
and a thermometer — just add chicks.

Announce Your Approach

Most ready-built brooders are designed for approach from the side, while most homemade brooders
are approached from the top. Baby birds may panic if they don’t see you coming until you reach into
the brooder to replenish their feed and water. After all, most predators descend from above to snatch
up a little chick. To avoid stressing out your baby birds when approaching them from the top, pause a
moment to hum, sing, talk, or whistle to alert them before you reach in.




Homemade Brooders

A brooder need not be an expensive, commercially built affair or even be a
permanent fixture. As long as you maintain the principles of security and
warmth, the possibilities for brooding chicks are limited only by your
imagination.

A SIMPLE CARDBOARD BOX

Many a chick has been brooded in a sturdy cardboard box, which has the distinct
advantage that it may be disposed of and replaced, instead of having to be
cleaned and stored. Roomy boxes sometimes may be obtained from a grocery
store and may be purchased from a moving company or an office supply store.

Turn the top flaps into the box to make the sides rigid and keep them from
sagging under the weight of whatever you use for a cover. Adding a cover is
always a good idea to keep chicks in and other critters out. For good ventilation
the cover should not be a solid object. Ideal covers include a piece of hardware
cloth or chicken wire, short lengths of vinyl-coated wire shelving, or an old
refrigerator or oven grill. Such a cover may be attached easily to the box with
hinges made from string or wire threaded through holes poked around the top of
the box. The heat source may be securely attached to the top of the cover or
hung from the cover down into the box, depending on the size of the box and the
degree of heat needed.

Since chicks generate a lot of moisture, keep the bottom of the box from
getting soggy by lining it with additional cardboard, multiple layers of
newspapetr, or a large plastic trash bag before adding any bedding. Add a heater,
a feeder, and a drinker, and you’re ready for chicks.

A cardboard box is not the greatest option for brooding waterfowl, because
little ducklings and goslings like to play in their drinking water and can rapidly
turn the cardboard to mush. With a little ingenuity, however, you can adapt a
cardboard box for use by waterfowl. For instance, you can outfit the box with a
drain underneath the drinker to channel excess water into a 5-gallon (19 L)
bucket. The box, of course, will be trashed beyond reuse, but the drain assembly
may be used from year to year.



A cardboard box makes a serviceable brooder that may be disposed of when no longer needed.

Reused Housing

If you put chicks or growing birds into a brooder or any other housing that has held poultry in the
past, the facility must be thoroughly cleaned, swept free of dust and cobwebs, and washed down.
First clean it with warm water and detergent, then with warm water and chlorine bleach (% cup
bleach per gallon of hot water; 15 mL/L) or other disinfectant approved for use with poultry. Leave
the facility open to air dry completely before bringing in the new birds. Ideally, clean the unit as soon
as you have removed the previous birds, not leaving it caked with dirt until the new residents are
ready to move in.

WHATEVER WORKS



garden cart

baby crib



bureau or cabinet

satellite dish



bathtub

Repurposed Items: Be Creative!

Do an Internet keyword search for chick brooders and you will find all sorts of imaginative
possibilities. Anything that satisfies all the requirements of a successful brooder should work fine.
Chicks have been brooded in such things as a garden cart, a baby crib, a satellite dish, a large fish
tank, and a redesigned cabinet or bureau.

The spare-room bathtub makes a reasonable choice for waterfowl, as they can easily be allowed
the treat of an occasional shallow swim under your supervision. Lots of people brood chicks in a
kiddie wading pool lined with bedding, although you can’t easily fit it with a predator-proof cover.
Also, chicks will perch on the edge and escape unless a chick corral is added to increase the height of
the sides.

TRY A PLASTIC TOTE

An extra-large plastic storage tote, in the 100-gallon range, makes an easy-to-
clean brooder, and the snap-on lid secures it from predators. The advantage over
a cardboard box is that the tote won’t be demolished by moisture. Moisture does
tend to collect in the bedding, however, because it has no place else to go, so the
bedding must be cleaned out and replaced every other day or so, to keep it from
getting moldy. For brooding ducklings or goslings, an elevated floor made of
hardware cloth (with all the cut edges turned downward so the birds can’t snag a
foot) gives excess moisture someplace to go until you come along to mop it out.
For all species, having two totes is handy, so you can move the little ones to a



clean, dry tote while you clean and dry the first one.

A plastic tote can easily get too hot, so keep a close eye on the birds’ comfort
level and adjust the heat accordingly. For air circulation, and to prevent
overheating, a ventilation hole must be cut into the tote’s lid, which is not an
easy job but may be neatly done with a utility knife and plenty of elbow grease.
Hardware cloth fastened to the lid will keep out cats and other predators. The
heater may be hung from the hardware cloth inside the tote, or placed on top of
the hardware cloth outside the tote, depending on how much heat it generates
and how much heat is needed.
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An extra-large storage tote, well managed to prevent a buildup of moisture and excess heat, holds
about two dozen chicks for 1 week or up to a dozen for 2 weeks.

STOCK TANK HOMES

A popular brooding option is a livestock watering tank, also called a watering
trough, which may be hosed out between uses. Stock tanks, purchased at a farm
store, are either round or oval, come in various sizes, and are either plastic,
rubber, or galvanized steel. If frequently used for brooding, a tank of plastic or
rubber works better than a galvanized tank, because eventually the bottom of a



galvanized tank will rust out from moisture trapped in the brooder bedding. A
tank with a built-in drain is especially handy for brooding waterfowl.

A piece of hardware cloth or chicken wire secured on top provides ventilation
while keeping out cats and other bird eaters and prevents growing chicks from
flying out. If necessary to eliminate drafts, lay an empty feed sack or a piece of
cardboard or plywood across part of the top.

A plastic or rubber stock tank makes a sturdy and roomy brooder that won’t rust from chick-
generated moisture.

WHAT’S TO KNOW ABOUT WIRE
MESH?

HARDWARE CLOTH



hardware cloth (' inch [3 mm])

hardware cloth (% inch [6.5 mm])

hardware cloth 'z inch [13 mmT)



HEXAGONAL NETTING

aviary netting (' inch)

chicken wire (1inch [25 mm])

Hardware cloth is firm and rigid, and works well for brooder floors, drinker platforms, incubator
hatching trays, and pedigree baskets.

Hexagonal netting is cheaper and more flexible and is easy to fashion into brooder covers.

Either kind of wire may be used for brooder side-wall ventilation openings, although most hatchlings
can walk right through chicken wire if it is applied too close to the bottom of the brooder.

WOODEN BROODER




By constructing a brooder out of wood, you can make it any size that fits your
needs, for use either inside or out, either portable or stationary, and flexible
enough to use with land fowl or waterfowl. A common design is basically a
wooden box on legs with a hardware cloth floor. A piece of cardboard or
plywood laid over half the floor for the first week or so will give hatchlings a
comfortable place to rest. A window screened with hardware cloth at the front
will let the birds see anyone approaching the brooder, making them less likely to
be startled and panic.

Newspapers or opened-out feed sacks spread beneath the box collect
droppings that fall through the hardware cloth. Alternatively, a shallow under-
bed storage tote may be used as a droppings pan, which has advantages for
brooding ducklings and goslings, as it holds the water they splash. A removable
floor, with the brooder walls fitted tight against the tote, allows you to brood
chicks and other land fowl on bedding rather than on wire mesh, and the plastic
tote is easy to clean for reuse.

AREA BROODERS GROW WITH CHICKS

If you have a predator-safe and draft-free place to set it up, creating an area
brooder is one of the simplest and least expensive brooding options. Because it is
expandable, it eliminates the need for an intermediate grow pen. In addition to
feeders and drinkers, an area brooder consists of two essential parts — a canopy
heater and a brooder guard.

Canopy Hover Heater

The heater is either hung from the ceiling or raised up on short legs, and the
canopy directs warmth close to the floor. Because the canopy hovers over the
chicks like a mother hen, it is traditionally called a hover. If the area brooder is
set up in a really cold place, curtains may be hung around the edges of the hover
to keep in heat and keep out drafts — although curtains tend to inhibit the
chicks’ movement.



A plywood or cardboard hever may be fitted with adjustable legs. If the box is cardboard, staple a
second set of 1 x 2s to the outside corners to hold the bolts.

The concept of a hover is to provide a warm area where chicks can rest and
sleep. Ready-built hovers are available for brooding sizable numbers of chicks.
For just a few chicks, a low-hanging heat lamp or heater panel works fine. For a
larger number of chicks, or for chicks brooded in cold weather, the heat may be
concentrated under a hover fashioned from a cardboard box or constructed of
plywood. The box must be of sufficient size to avoid close contact with the
heater, to prevent a fire. A 2-foot-by-2-foot (0.6 x 0.6 m)-square hover is
sufficiently large to accommodate 12 to 15 chicks for the entire brooding period.

A heat source (as described on page 40) is placed inside a box, which is raised
initially about 4 inches (10 cm) off the floor so the hatchlings can duck
underneath the box to get warm and come out from under it to eat and drink.
When the chicks appear to be more comfortable resting at the edge of the hover,



or out from under it, raise the hover by 2 to 4 inches (5 to 10 cm) to improve air
circulation and reduce the temperature at floor level. Typically, you will need to
raise the hover about once a week.

A hanging hover is suspended by ropes or chains attached to the tops of the
four corners. The four ropes or chains are brought together at the center and
attached to a single rope going through a pulley in the ceiling, by means of
which you can easily adjust the hover’s height. The advantage of a hanging
hover is that you can pull on the rope to raise the hover and look underneath for
injured or ailing birds.

A standing hover has legs at the bottom four corners. The hover may be
raised by setting the legs on bricks or blocks. A more secure alternative is to
make the legs adjustable, as shown in the illustration opposite. A cardboard
hover may be disposed of at the end of the brooding season and the adjustable
legs saved for reuse.

Brooder Guard

The circular brooder guard, also known as a draft shield or chick corral,
keeps baby birds from wandering far from the hover, reduces floor drafts, and
eliminates corners where chicks tend to pile up and can be smothered. The chick
corral concept may also be used to eliminate corners in any square or rectangular
brooder.

Brooder guards may be purchased by the roll, or you can easily make your
own. The guard is basically a 12-to 18-inch (30—45 cm)-high fence made of
corrugated cardboard, arranged in a circle around the hover, with the ends taped
or stapled together. An alternative to a circular corral that still avoids corners is
using six panels cut from sturdy cardboard and taped into a hexagon. Panels are
added as needed for expansion.

Size and space. The chick corral must be big enough to accommodate the
heat source, feeders and drinkers with surrounding space for access, plus room
for all the chicks to get out from under the heater if they feel too warm. The
diameter of the corral thus must be adjusted to the size of the hover. A 12-foot
(3.75 m)-long guard will make a corral of about 4 feet (1.25 m) in diameter, the
minimum size to accommodate a 2-foot (0.2 m)-square box hover. Six 2-foot
(0.6 m)-long panels will give you a hexagonal corral of approximately the same
size.

Initially, the corral should be no farther than about 2 feet (0.6 m) from the
hover, in all directions, with feeders and drinkers placed at the hover’s edge so



no chicks can wander far and get chilled. After the first 2 or 3 days, when the
chicks are eating and drinking well and have become more active, the corral may
be expanded and the feeders and drinkers moved a little farther from the hover.

Adapting as chicks grow. In a week to 10 days, after the chicks have become
familiar with the locations of heat, feed, and water, the chick corral may be
removed. If it is still needed to reduce floor drafts, it must be enlarged to
encompass a greater area to give the birds room to grow and must also be made
taller to keep them from perching on top and coming down on the wrong side. In
hot weather the cardboard chick corral might appropriately be replaced by a
corral made from Y%-inch (6 mm) or ¥2-inch (13 mm) hardware cloth to improve
ventilation while continuing to keep chicks from piling in corners or wandering
away.

Housing for Tween-Age Birds

Depending on the size of your brooder and the number of chicks you brood,
typically, they will rapidly outgrow their first brooder and must be moved to
roomier quarters. If the weather is warm by then, and the birds are nearly
feathered, they may no longer need additional heat, but they still require
confinement for their protection and to keep each other warm.

One possibility is to move them to the coop where they will live but keep
them confined indoors, perhaps opening the chicken-sized “pop hole” door to let
them wander in an enclosed outdoor pen during nice weather. Screened windows
or a screened door left open during the day will provide sufficient ventilation but
should be closed at night to reduce drafts. Even if the coop is larger than they
need at the time, they will huddle together to keep warm on cooler nights.

GROW PENS

An alternative is to move the chicks from the brooder to a grow pen — also
called a grow-off unit or halfway house. It is a scaled-down chicken coop with a
scaled-down chicken run or sunporch, two outdoor exercise area options.
Broilers, in particular, get overheated easily as they gain bulk and therefore need
to be moved out of a heated brooder into a grow pen by about four weeks of age,
well before they are ready for harvest. Likewise, cockerels separated from the
pullets in a batch of straight-run chicks may be kept in a grow pen while you



decide what to do with them. Replacement layers may also be raised in a grow
pen, which need not have nest boxes because the hens should be moved to their
final quarters by the time they start to lay.

This unit has an enclosed brooder at the right and a grow pen to the left, with a partition between the
two right-hand doors to separate the two areas. The brooder section has a removable plywood floor
and is wired for light and heat. A pop hole door in the partition provides access to the sun porch,
which has hardware cloth on the floor and on the front and back walls.

In cold weather the front and/or back may be covered with clear plastic to retain warmth. In warm
weather, the plastic is removed and one or more of the doors may be opened, and a ladder added, to
let the birds out to enjoy sunshine and green grass.

Pasture Shelter

A portable shelter is a popular grow pen for broilers because they don’t require
permanent year-round housing. If the weather is warm enough — and
presumably weather that’s warm enough for grass to grow is warm enough for
chicks — broilers may be put into a grazing area when they are as young as two
weeks of age. If the weather is still cool, wait until the chicks are fully feathered
before putting them out to forage.

Pullets, too, may be raised on forage. Letting them graze away from older
birds gives them time to develop immunities through gradual exposure to the
diseases in their environment. Even in a colder climate where the pullets must



later be moved to winter housing, rearing them in a grassy area during spring
and summer offers sunshine, fresh air, and green feed that combine to keep the
birds healthy.

When moving chicks to a portable shelter, confine them for the first few days
to the shelter or to a small, enclosed yard where they can become oriented before
you give them freedom to roam. If it rains, especially a long, hard rain at night,
go out and check your birds to make sure they aren’t huddled outside or
squatting in a puddle inside the shelter.

Even if you don’t have grazing land, when chicks are at least two weeks old
and the weather is warm and sunny, you can put them in a pen or wire-bottom
cage on the lawn for a few hours each day, provided the lawn has not been
sprayed with toxins. They’ll need shade and water, a ¥2-inch (13 mm) wire-mesh
guard around the perimeter so they can’t wander away, and wire mesh over the
top to keep out hawks and cats. For good sanitation and to provide fresh forage,
put the pen in a new spot each day. If you put a grow pen in your garden, spade
the soil in the previous location of the pen to combine the droppings with the
soil.

This portable grow pen is designed to be moved daily to provide birds with clean land and fresh
grazing.



Providing Heat for the Little Ones

Homemade brooders are heated by one of two kinds of heat sources:
incandescent and infrared. Incandescent heat is created by a source that produces
light by being heated; in other words, a lightbulb of one sort or another. Infrared
heat is generated by electromagnetic energy and does not involve light.
Confusingly, the most common brooder heater is an infrared heat lamp, which
falls in the middle by being primarily heat producing while also emitting light.
Each option has advantages and disadvantages.

LIGHTBULBS

A lightbulb is a commonly used heat source for small batches of chicks. The
types of lightbulbs suitable for brooding are incandescent and halogen. Compact
fluorescents are not suitable, because they are more energy efficient and
therefore produce less heat, although they may be used as auxiliary light in
conjunction with an infrared heater (as discussed below).

Incandescent bulbs emit some 90 percent of their energy in the form of
infrared radiation, or heat. Although standard incandescent bulbs are inexpensive
to purchase, they don’t last as long as other heat sources; the average life
expectancy for continuous use is about 6 weeks. Incandescent floodlights are
more expensive than standard bulbs but can last for nearly 4 months of
continuous use. Floodlights designed for outdoor use are best for brooding
purposes.







Halogen bulbs are incandescent bulbs that produce more light per unit of
energy than normal incandescents but also produce more infrared radiation and
therefore get a lot hotter. Yet a halogen bulb is at least 10 percent more energy
efficient than a regular incandescent bulb and should last approximately as long
as an incandescent floodlight. To get the maximum life out of a halogen bulb, do
not touch the glass with bare hands (which leaves bulb-life-shortening
fingerprints), avoid jolting the bulb while you’re screwing it in or adjusting the
fixture, and do not adjust a fixture while the bulb is hot.

An infrared heat lamp, sometimes called a brooding lamp, is basically an
incandescent lightbulb that emits less light and more infrared radiation than an
incandescent bulb. Heat lamps come with either red or clear bulbs. A white lamp
may be expected to last for up to 30 weeks of continuous use. A red lamp is
more expensive but should last about 6 weeks longer, and the red glow
discourages chicks from picking at each other — as long as everything looks red,
truly red things, such as bloodied areas left by feather picking, won’t attract
attention.

When purchasing an infrared heat lamp, opt for one rated for outdoor use or
sold specifically for brooding chicks and other livestock. It will be slightly more
expensive than a lamp designed for indoor use but is heavy duty and less



susceptible to deterioration from the moisture in a brooding environment. To
preserve long life, observe the same handling precautions as for a halogen bulb.

Watch More Than the Wattage

A bulb’s wattage gives you only a general idea of its heat output. Theoretically, two bulbs with the
same wattage will produce approximately the same amount of heat. In reality, two bulbs of identical
wattage can be as much as 20°F (11°C) apart in heat output. Furthermore, the stated wattage —
especially of imported bulbs — may be misrepresented. Whenever you put new birds into a brooder
or change the bulb in the brooder’s fixture, check the brooder often for the first hour or so to make
sure your birds don’t get chilled or overheated.

INFRARED HEATERS

An infrared heater is considerably more expensive than a light-emitting bulb but
has the following advantages:

* It’s longer lasting

It’s more energy efficient, therefore cheaper to operate

It does not easily break or shatter

It produces uniform, sunlike warmth without creating hot spots
It emits no light, letting chicks rest at night

On the other hand, birds do need daytime light to find feed and water. Using an
infrared heater therefore means you also need to provide light (as discussed
below).

Ceramic bulbs and panel heaters are two types of infrared heaters typically
used for brooding chicks on a small scale. As with lightbulbs, each of these
options has advantages and disadvantages.

A ceramic bulb — also called a ceramic infrared heat emitter or an Edison
screw-base ceramic bulb — looks something like a regular screwin lightbulb
and uses the same type of fixture. In many ways it is similar to an infrared heat
lamp, except it is made of porcelain and of course does not emit light. A ceramic
bulb can last for up to 5 years of continuous use, which means many years of
seasonal brooding.

Flat-faced ceramic bulbs are more energy efficient and longer lasting than
dome-shaped bulbs. Like light-emitting bulbs, ceramic bulbs come in different
wattages. I use a 100-watt ceramic bulb in my big brooder.



FIND THE RIGHT BULB FIXTURE

Infrared lamps and bulbs get extremely hot and therefore require a fixture that can withstand the high heat
and also deter people and birds from touching the hot bulb. Must-have features include:

= A porcelain socket that won’t melt or catch fire (as a standard plastic socket might)

m A wire guard or safety cover to keep people and birds away from the hot bulb and to avoid starting a fire
should the fixture fall against a wall or into bedding

m A secure method by which the fixture may be attached and adjusted

The fixture may have an open wire cage to prevent back heat from accumulating against the socket or
(more commonly) a reflector that directs heat toward the brooding area. Some fixtures have a hang-up
loop for easy suspension, and most have a clamp in addition to, or instead of, a hang-up loop. Securely
hanging a fixture is safer than clamping it, as a clamp can be easily knocked loose by a careless person or
a bird that’s clumsily learning to fly. If the fixture has no hang-up loop, hang it from the clamp, or at least
tie the clamp securely in place in case the clamp itself should slip loose. Never hang a lamp by its cord —
that’s unsafe.

Proper brooding fixtures are available from farm stores and pet supply outlets. They may hold one bulb
or more than one, the latter having the advantage of not only accommodating more chicks but also
continuing to provide heat should one of the bulbs burn out. An alternative to a multibulb fixture is two
individual fixtures, to ensure that one bulb will remain functional should the other fail.

A brooding fixture may have a built-in rheostat, or dimmer switch, that allows you to adjust the heat
output. Make sure the fixture you use has the same wattage rating as your bulb. A 250-watt infrared bulb,
for instance, will put out more heat than can be handled safely by a fixture rated for up to 150 watts. The
inverse — using a bulb with lower wattage than the fixture’s rating — is not a problem.

PORCELAIN
SOCKET

Reflector fixture
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PANEL HEATERS ARE SAFE AND EFFICIENT

An infrared radiant heat panel, designed for use with pets and livestock, is
initially the most expensive option for brooding poultry. It is also, however, the
most energy efficient and least expensive to operate and therefore over the long
run is considerably cheaper than other options. And, when properly cared for, a
panel heater may last indefinitely. It’s the safest option as well because it does
not get hot to the touch; it will not burn birds or their keepers and does not
present a fire hazard. The sealed panels are easy to wipe free of chick dust and
other brooding debris.

A radiant heat panel directs heat only beneath itself, giving chicks in a small
brooding area the flexibility to move away to maintain their comfort level. And
when the ambient temperature is warm enough that chicks barely need heat in
the brooder, the panel “ceiling” may be turned off and lowered to trap and hold
the body heat of chicks sleeping underneath, keeping them sufficiently warm.

Panels intended for brooding chicks come in various sizes to accommodate
brooder size and number of chicks and are designed with built-in height
adjustment. EcoGlow brand panels, for example, come with either a stand or
legs for limited height adjustment, while Infratherm’s Sweeter Heater panels
hang from lightweight chains that offer unlimited height adjustment. The latter
may therefore be lifted high enough to keep chicks from perching on top and are



also usable off-season for such nonbrooding needs as preventing winter frostbite
in grown chickens and warming an injured or ailing bird. EcoGlow panels are 12
volt and come with a transformer; Infratherm panels plug into a regular outlet
and may be used with a rheostat to adjust heat output. I use Infratherm panels in
six of my seven brooders.
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This EcoGlow panel heater, designed for brooding up to 50 chicks or ducklings, comes with screwin
legs for limited height adjustment.

Positioning the Heater

The best place to position the heat source in a roomy brooder, including an area brooder, is in the
middle, with feeders and drinkers spaced around the outside edges. In a brooder with limited space,
position the heater at one end to allow room for the feeder and drinker at the other end. Avoid
positioning the heater directly above the feeder and drinker, which encourages chicks to bed down on
or in the feed and water.

BROODER CHICK BODY LANGUAGE

You can easily tell how comfortable your chicks are by the way they arrange themselves in the brooder.
Look for the following clues:



Chicks crowded close to the heater. The chicks are not warm enough. Typically they will peep shrilly. If
they are chilled for long, they may develop sticky bottoms (see page 102). In an effort to get warm, they
will pile on top of each other, smothering those unfortunate enough to be on the bottom. Even when chicks
are cozy during the day, if the nights are cool, they may need extra heat overnight.

Chicks crowded away from the heater. The chicks are too hot. Typically, they will lift their little wings
away from their bodies and pant. In an effort to get away from the heat, they will press into corners, piling
on top of each other and smothering those on the bottom. If the brooder gets hot enough to raise their body
temperature above 117°F (47°C), chicks will die.

Chicks crowded to one side of the brooder. These chicks may huddle as far away as they can from a cold
draft, all facing the direction the draft is coming from. Typically, they will peep in distress, and some may
die.



Chicks evenly distributed under heater. Chicks that are warm and cozy sleep spread out side by side,
either directly under or at the edge of the heat source. Typically, these chicks make very little sound and
barely move, except for the occasional chick adjusting its sleeping position.

Chicks active and evenly distributed throughout brooder. These chicks are perfectly comfortable.
Typically, they emit musical sounds of contentment and keep busy eating, drinking, and wandering freely
throughout the brooding area while they explore their little world.

CONTROLLING HEAT

How much heat chicks need, and for how long, are not questions with easy
answers. So many variables are involved: the species raised, the breed, their
numbers, their rate of growth, the size of the brooder, the room temperature in
which the brooder is located, and the method of providing heat. Compared to
chicks, poults are quicker to chill, while keets, ducklings, and goslings do not
chill as readily.

People, including sometimes me, tend to err on the side of providing more
heat than their chicks need for longer than they need it. That’s not doing the
birds any favors (it’s like heating a chicken coop, which may be more
comfortable for the chicken keeper but in most cases is detrimental to the
chickens). Regularly throttling back on the brooder heat is the better option.



Theoretically, brooder temperature is measured with a thermometer placed 2
inches (5 cm) above the brooder floor (and at the outer edge of a hover), but
using a thermometer is impractical, and anyway, you shouldn’t need one. Just
watch the chicks, and adjust the temperature according to their body language.

Tweaking Temperature

You can adjust brooder heat to maintain chick comfort in several different ways.
As chicks grow — producing more body heat as they gain weight, while
requiring less heat input as they feather out — brooder heat may be adjusted
through one or more of the following methods.

Rule of Thumb

Start the brooding temperature at 90 to 95°F (32—35°C) and reduce it approximately 5°F (3°C) each
week until the brooder temperature is the same as the ambient temperature, or about 70°F (21°C),
whichever comes first. This means that in hot weather, or in a well-heated room, the brooder may
require little or no additional heat. Within the chicks’ comfort zone, the more quickly you reduce the
heat level, the more quickly the chicks will feather out and the sooner they can do without auxiliary
heat.

Raise the heater to increase the distance between the heat source and the
chicks. The best way to do this is to hang the heater by an adjustable chain. Start
a bulb heater about 18 inches (45 cm) above the chicks or a hover or panel heater
about 4 to 6 inches (10-15 cm) above the brooder floor or just high enough for
the chicks to walk under without bumping their heads. As the chicks grow raise
the heater by about 3 inches (7.5 cm) each week, or as much as necessary for it
to remain well above their heads and still maintain their comfort level. Do not
remove the protective safety cage around a bulb heater. It prevents burns to birds
that clumsily try to fly about. And a panel heater isn’t that hot; my chicks, keets,
and poults frequently sleep sprawled out on top of the panel.

Lightweight chain is ideal for raising and lowering heaters. It is commonly
attached by means of S hooks, but after spending way too much time looking for
lost S hooks in chick bedding, I switched all my S hooks to key rings.

Reduce heat output by switching to lower-wattage bulbs or smaller heater
panels. Bulb heaters come in a variety of wattages. For halogen and
incandescent bulbs, 100 is the wattage most commonly used for brooding up to
two dozen birds, although a lower wattage may be needed in a tightly confining



brooder, such as one made from a plastic storage tote or for a brooder located in
a warm room.

Infrared lamps are available in wattages up to 250, the most commonly used
size, although in a confined situation 250 watts may provide too much heat. At
an average room temperature of 50°F (10°C), a 125-watt lamp should be
sufficient for about three dozen chicks. If the room temperature is warmer, the
same lamp can accommodate more chicks (five more for every 10°F [5.5°C]
increase); if cooler, fewer chicks (five fewer for every 10°F decrease). By
expanding the brooding area and using a 250-watt lamp, you can double the
number of chicks brooded.

Ceramic bulb heaters also range up to 250 watts and, watt for watt, put out a
similar amount of heat as a heat lamp. If an infrared lamp or ceramic bulb makes
your chicks too hot, switch to a lower wattage or to an incandescent bulb.

A panel heater functions much like a hover and therefore should be large
enough for all the chicks to sleep underneath at the same time. As a general rule,
allow about 4 square inches (25 sq cm) of panel per chick. In my tote brooders I
hang either an 11-inch-by-11-inch (28 x 28 cm) Infratherm panel or an 11-inch-
by-16-inch (28 % 40 cm) panel. The smaller panel works best when the room
temperature is warm and the tote is at maximum capacity (about 30 chicks)
because that number of chicks in the confinement of a tote generates a lot of
body heat. The larger panel works best when the room is cool or I don’t have
many chicks to brood.

Reduce the heat output by using a rheostat. When the heater panel in one
of my tote brooders is raised as high as it will go under the plastic and hardware
cloth tote cover, I adjust the heat output by plugging it into a rheostat. Most
ready-made brooders have a built-in thermostat for heat adjustment.

Improve ventilation. As the weather warms and chicks feather out,
seemingly overnight they can go from needing heat to needing to be cooled off
through better air circulation. Chicks in a hot, poorly ventilated brooder may die
after just 3 hours at 106°F (41°C). Some may die even after their comfort level
has improved, and survivors may not grow well. As the temperature rises and
chicks start acting uncomfortable, open windows to improve ventilation, while
taking care to avoid letting a draft blow across the brooder floor.

Increase the amount of available living space so the chicks can adjust their
own comfort level by moving away from the heat and by spreading apart from
each other. I have a series of 3-foot-by-4-foot (0.9 x 1.25 m) brooders built along
one side of a stall in my barn, each heated with an 11-inch-by-30-inch (28 x 76



cm) Infratherm panel. When chicks get crowded in one of the brooders, I open
the front of the brooder and move their feeder and drinker into the stall. The
chicks are then free to run around in the stall or to go back inside the brooder
when they want to warm up or are ready to bed down for the night.

Two ways to control heat are by increasing the amount of living space (get a bigger box) and by
raising the heat source (add a second, smaller box on top to create a heater tower).

How Long Should I Provide Heat?

Exactly how long growing birds need to be kept warm depends on the ambient temperature, the
number of birds for the size of the brooder, and the breed. In warm weather they may need heat for 3
weeks or less. In cold weather they may need to be heated for as long as 6 weeks, until they grow
enough feathers to keep themselves fully warm.

The more chicks you brood together, the more body heat they will generate to keep each other
warm and the sooner you can reduce the auxiliary heat. Fast-growing broilers also need a shorter
brooding period than other chicks, since they overheat more readily than do most other breeds. If
they are overheated for long, they will eat less and grow more slowly. In warm weather broilers may




need heat for no more than 2 weeks; in cooler weather they should not need auxiliary heat for more
than 4 weeks.

Chicks of all breeds suffer more when they’re too hot than when they’re a little on the cool side.
Chicks raised through the brooding period, with the heat reduced gradually but a little more rapidly
than usual, will feather out more quickly, reducing the amount of time they need external heat.

The best way to tell when growing birds no longer need heat is to watch their body language.
When they spend most of their time as far from the heater as they can get, and especially if they pant
or lift their wings, it’s time to turn off the heat.

Controlling Light

Whether or not the heat source also produces light, chicks do need light to help
them find feed and water. Furnish continuous light for the first 48 hours while
they are getting oriented to the brooder and to the feeders and drinkers.
Thereafter, the light may be adjusted or controlled to provide some period of
darkness daily.

Continuous light is not natural for birds. A natural period of darkness every 24
hours gives them a chance to rest. Heaters that do not emit light are therefore
better for brooding purposes than heat bulbs that light the brooder 24/7. Compact
fluorescent lights work well in combination with non-light-emitting heaters,
because they do not produce additional heat that can make the brooder too hot.
Use a 40-or 60-watt bulb for the first few days, then change to 15 or 25 watts as
the chicks grow. Reducing the wattage not only reduces the heat output but also
reduces the light level to keep chicks calmer and less likely to start picking as
they grow.

If the brooding area gets plenty of natural light through windows or is situated
in a well-lighted room, it may get sufficient light without an additional brooder
light. Watch to see that the chicks continue to eat and drink at the normal rate.

If the brooder is lit by an area or brooder light, turn the light off when you go
to bed at night and turn it back on in the morning. Or put it on a timer that allows
at least 8 hours of darkness.

Of course, if the source of light is also the source of heat, you can’t turn it off
overnight. But at least turn it off for half an hour during each 24-hour period —
obviously, not during the coolest hours — so the little birds will learn not to
panic and pile up later when lights are turned off at night or in the event of a
power failure.

Light affects the growth rate of chicks, so never keep them entirely in the
dark. Even if you dim the light to prevent picking, leave enough light for you to



see what’s going on in the brooder, and it’ll be sufficient for the chicks. A rule of
thumb is to provide at least enough light to allow you to read a newspaper.

SPACE NEEDS QUICKLY CHANGE

Hatchlings remind me of popcorn — you put a few small kernels into a popper
and before you know it they expand to fill the space. And so it is with chicks in a
brooder. One day they have plenty of room in which to roam, and seemingly the
next day the brooder is wall-to-wall chicks.

The rate at which chicks grow varies from breed to breed. Hybrid broilers are
bred for excessively rapid growth, and commercial layers are bred for early
maturity. Bantams and most of the old-time breeds grow more slowly. Separating
the pullets from the cockerels as soon as you can identify them helps both groups
grow more steadily.

For their first few days of life, hatchlings spend a lot of time sleeping and
therefore don’t need much room to move around in. But as they get bigger and
more active, they increasingly need more space, both for sanitary reasons and to
prevent boredom that leads to picking at each other. They also need enough
space to be able to get out from under the heater if they feel too warm. On the
other hand, more isn’t necessarily better — given too much space during cold
weather, young birds have trouble staying warm.

If you start chicks in a cardboard box, plastic tote, or other closely confined
brooder, giving them more space as they grow means either dividing them up
into two or more boxes or periodically moving the entire batch to larger quarters.
If you start chicks in an area brooder, giving them more room is simply a matter
of expanding the chick corral until it is no longer needed.

The minimum space to begin with is about 6 square inches (40 sq cm) of floor
space per chick. Bantams and light breeds can get by with as little as 4 square
inches (25 sq cm), while broilers and the really big breeds need more like 8 (50
sq cm). Naturally, if you start with the minimum brooder size, you’ll have to
increase the brooding area sooner than if you provide a larger brooder to begin
with.

Base the size of your brooding and growing space on common sense and
observation rather than on a meticulous measuring of the floor space.
Observation tells you chicks are overdue for expanded living quarters if:

» They have little room to move and exercise or to spread out for sleep

» They dirty the brooder floor faster than you can keep it reasonably clean —



droppings pack on the floor, manure balls stick to feet, or you can smell
ammonia

» They run out of feed or water between feedings, indicating the need for a
larger area to accommodate more or larger feeders and drinkers

A move to unfamiliar housing is a frightening experience for chicks, and
chicks that are frightened tend to pile together and smother one another. For the
first few nights after moving them, provide dim lighting and check often to make
sure they are okay. Moving their old feeders and drinkers to the new location
also helps by bringing along things that are familiar to them.

Although you needn’t initially acquire all the necessary equipment for your
growing birds, they will rapidly outgrow their first feeders and drinkers. You
must soon replace these with larger units that provide better access and hold
more feed and water for maturing birds. Similarly, the most suitable bedding
options change as the birds become strong and active and as they generate
greater quantities of moisture and manure.

Infratherm Sweeter Heater panels come in several sizes and are hung from lightweight chains to offer
unlimited height adjustment as hatchlings grow.
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MANAGING WATER, FEED, AND
BEDDING

Your brooder is selected and your hatchlings are scheduled to arrive on
your doorstep soon. Now’s the time to get everything set up and ready for
them. Preparing the brooder in advance gives you time to round up
anything you might have forgotten, including drinkers, feeders, starter
ration, or bedding. At least a day before their arrival, warm up the brooder
so it’ll be nice and cozy for your baby birds.

Providing Water




Hatchlings can go without water for their first 48 hours of life, but the sooner
they drink, the less stressed they will be and the better they will grow. A chick’s
body needs water for all life processes, including digestion, metabolism, and
respiration. Water helps regulate body temperature by taking up and giving off
heat and also carries away body wastes.

THAT FIRST IMPORTANT SIP

A hatchling’s first drink should be at brooder temperature. Fill and place the
drinker at the same time you turn on the heat, and the water will warm up to the
right temperature. If you forget to fill the drinker before the chicks arrive, use
warm (not hot) water from the tap. Drip some of the water onto the inside of
your wrist; if it feels neither warm nor cold, it’s the right temperature. Hatchlings
that drink cold water can get chilled, especially if they arrive thirsty.

To make sure each bird finds the water and starts drinking right away, a
common practice is to gently push its head toward the water, thereby dipping its
beak into the drinker and watch that it swallows before releasing the bird into the
brooder. When you do your own hatching, it’s probably not necessary.
Hatchlings are naturally attracted to shiny things, including the surface of water,
and will automatically peck at it. Once they get their beaks wet, they will start
drinking.

Hatchlings that have been in transit a day or two may arrive dehydrated and
disoriented. Birds that have been left in the incubator too long after they hatch
also get dehydrated. Dipping their beaks into warm water helps them quickly
learn where the drinker is and encourages them to drink more, ensuring timely
rehydration. After their beaks have been dipped, some of the birds may start
drinking right away, others may not. That’s okay. As long as one chick drinks,
the others soon follow the leader.

Talking Fowl

drinker. Also called waterer or fount; a container from which birds drink water

feeder. A container from which birds eat their daily rations




trough. A long, narrow drinker or feeder

tube feeder. A cylindrical feeder into which rations are poured at the top and birds eat from a circular
pan at the bottom

A 1-quart (0.9 L) drinker holds enough water for up to 25 hatchlings.

While land fowl may be slow to drink, waterfowl babies — particularly
ducklings — can be a little too eager. When offering first water to ducklings,
watch to make sure they don’t overdo it. A dehydrated duckling that drinks too
much at once can go into shock. If ducklings seem too eager to fill up on water,
let them have access to the drinker for 10 to 15 minutes, then remove the water
for 15 to 30 minutes. After they have had four of these sessions at the water
fount, with time to rest after each session, they should slow down enough for
you to permanently return the drinker to the brooder.

WATER QUALITY

Give your hatchlings only clean, clear water you would drink yourself. Chicks
that are fresh out of the incubator should need no additives to remain healthy,
although many chicken keepers feel that a health-booster solution helps



hatchlings cope with the stress resulting from their transformation from embryo
to chick.

Being shipped cross-country increases the stress level — the more so the
longer the birds have been in transit. A booster solution of sugar furnishes extra
calories that give chicks a spurt of energy and, because they like the sweetness,
encourages them to drink more to speed up rehydration. Stir up to % cup (118
mL) of table sugar into each quart of water (120 mL sugar per 1 L water) for the
first day or two, after which revert to plain water. Too much sugar can cause
loose droppings.

Additives

All sorts of health-booster solutions, consisting primarily of vitamins and
electrolytes, are promoted as necessary to help chicks overcome shipping stress
and give them the best start in life. Throughout the years I have brooded shipped
chicks with and without such solutions and can’t see any difference. The chicks I
hatch myself thrive on nothing more in their drinker than clean fresh tap water,
changed as often as necessary to keep it clean and fresh.

How often the water must be changed depends on how many birds you are
brooding, the temperature, their drinking habits, and how much your drinkers
hold in relation to the number of birds. We rinse clean and refill drinkers twice a
day, morning and evening. Doing so ensures the babies have plenty of water and
also removes any accumulated sludge caused by feed or bedding falling into the
drinker. As the baby birds grow, and especially when the weather becomes
warmer than the brooding temperature, we also check drinkers in the middle of
the day in case the chicks have drunk all the water or knocked one over.



Marbles or clean gravel placed in the drinker’s rim for the first few days will keep keets and tiny
bantams from drowning in the water.

SUITABLE DRINKERS

Hatchlings must have access to fresh, clean water at all times. Initially, a 1-quart
(0.9 L) drinker furnishes sufficient water for up to 25 chicks. A standard chick
drinker consists of a 1-quart container, such as a canning jar, screwed into a
round plastic or galvanized steel base. A plastic base cracks over time, and a
metal one breaks away from the portion that screws onto the jar, so it pays to
keep a few extras on hand. If you intend to put any type of additive into the
drinking water, don’t take a chance that it may interact with a metal base — opt
for plastic. Drinker bases, as well as entire drinkers consisting of a plastic base
and a plastic jar, are available from most feed stores and poultry-supply catalogs.

Don’t be tempted to cut corners by furnishing water in an open dish or saucer.
Chicks will walk in it, filling the dish with bedding and droppings that spread
disease. They’ll be more likely to get wet and chilled. And some chicks may
drown.

Drowning is generally not an issue when chicks have a proper drinker unless
they are so crowded they can’t spread out to sleep without some chicks getting
their heads in water. Keets and tiny bantams may have trouble with drinkers



designed for larger chicks, in which case you can put marbles or clean gravel in
the water for the first few days until the birds get big enough not to fall into the
water. Some suppliers offer a drown-proof small bird drinker with a narrower
drinking area to keep the smallest hatchlings from drowning.

Trouble-Free Water Nipples

Inexpensive water nipples may be used to make drinkers that are suitable for all ages and all species
of poultry. If they are properly installed so they don’t leak, they are virtually trouble free. Nipples
don’t spill over and dampen the bedding, they keep bedding and poop out of the drinking water, and
they don’t need to be scrubbed out every day. Just check each nipple daily to make sure it isn’t
leaking or clogged (tap it with a finger to make sure water comes out).

Nipples are easy to use. They may be installed along a PVC water line that is gravity fed from a
manually (or rain-) filled 5-gallon (19 L) bucket or 55-gallon drum. Or the nipples may be attached
to the tops or bottoms of water or soda bottles, the bottom of a milk jug, or the bottom of a 2-, 3-, or
5-gallon (7.5, 11.5, or 19 L) bucket. Just drill a hole of suitable size and insert the nipple so it hangs
down vertically.

Nipples come in two styles: push in and screw in.

For the push-in style, drill a #¥s-inch (1 cm) hole, push in a rubber grommet, then push in the
nipple.

For the screwin style, drill an "'sz-inch (0.9 cm) hole into thick plastic, or a %is-inch (0.75 cm)
hole into thin plastic, such as a bottle cap; wrap the nipple’s screw thread with silicon pipe-thread
tape; and tightly screw the nipple into the hole.

Nipple manufacturers recommend one nipple per three birds. In practice you can get by with one
nipple for up to six birds. As with any drinker the height must be adjusted as chicks grow; keep the
nipple at, or just above, eye level. An Internet key word search for “chicken water nipples” will net
you lots of drinker design ideas, as well as important information on how to establish appropriate
water pressure for in-line nipples.




Water nipples are inexpensive, sanitary, and virtually trouble free.

Within a week or so, the chicks outgrow a 1-quart watering jar. You’ll know
the time has come when you find yourself filling drinkers increasingly more
often to keep your chicks in water at all times. Another sign that a waterer is too
small is finding chicks perched on top, a habit that lets droppings get into the
water. The time for changing drinkers has long since passed when you find the
quart jar overturned and spilled due to boisterous play in the brooder.

Bigger Drinkers

When it’s time to change to larger drinkers, you have several choices. Regardless

of the design, a good waterer:

* Is the correct size for the flock’s size and age — chicks should neither use up
the available water quickly nor be able to tip the fount over

 Has a basin of the correct height — a chick drinks more and spills less when
the water level is between its eye and the height of its back

« Isn’t easy to roost over or step into — droppings plus drinking water equal a
sure formula for disease

* Is easy to clean — a fount that’s hard to clean won’t be sanitized as often as it
should be

* Does not leak — leaky drinkers not only run out fast but create damp
conditions that promote disease

Bell-style drinkers are similar to the quart-jar setup, only in larger versions.
Depending on the number of birds you’re brooding and the amount of space they
have, you might first switch from quart jars to 1-gallon (3.75 L) plastic drinkers,
then move up to 3-gallon (11.5 L) or 5-gallon (19 L) metal founts if they empty
the smaller fount too fast, such as when the weather turns warm.

Automatic drinkers ensure your chicks won’t run out of water when no one
is around to check and refill founts, and they are a great time saver for brooding
large numbers of chicks. Automatic founts come in several different styles,
including trough, cup, and nipple. A trough may be hooked up to a faucet with a
garden hose, and the water level is controlled by means of a float valve. The
trough should have a wire guard that lets birds get only their heads through, and
the float valve should have a protective shield to keep birds (especially goslings)



from fiddling with it until it falls apart. With this style of drinker it’s a good idea
to use more than one — in case one fails to work properly.

Cups and nipples are designed to work under low pressure, no more than 5
pounds per square inch (psi). They therefore require a gravity flow system, or if
you want to hook them up to your main water line, you’ll need a pressure
regulator. Cups tend to accumulate feed and therefore must be cleaned
frequently. Nipples are the most sanitary and trouble-free option. Automatic
drinkers must be checked daily to make sure they aren’t clogged or leaking.

An automatic trough fount connected by garden hose to a faucet is ideal for brooding waterfowl.

EASY-TO-FIND DRINKING STATIONS

A hatchling that loses 10 percent of its body water through dehydration and
excretion will experience serious physical disorders. A chick that can’t find
water won’t grow at the normal rate, develops a bluish beak, and stops peeping.
If the loss of body water reaches 20 percent, the chick will die. The most
common brooding situation in which chicks cannot find water is in an area
brooder in which the drinkers are initially placed too far from the heat source.
After 4 days without finding water, chicks start dying, and deaths continue until



the sixth day. Any chicks remaining after that were the lucky ones — they
managed to find a drinker.

A drinker hung on a chain may be easily adjusted as chicks grow. A hardware cloth platform over a
catch pan, placed beneath the drinker, helps confine drips.

To avoid such a catastrophe, initially place drinkers no more than 24 inches
(60 cm) from the heat source. Later, as your chicks grow into expanded housing,
make sure they never have to travel more than 10 feet (3 m) to get a drink.
Whenever you change to a different style of drinker, leave the old ones in place
for a few days until the birds get used to the new ones. Observe this stress-
reducing precaution whether or not they are moved at the same time their
drinkers are upgraded.

During the first days of brooding, place each drinker on a flat surface, such as
a small square of plywood or a large ceramic tile. The purpose of this platform is
to steady the drinker to reduce the chance it will tip and leak. After the first
week, place each fount over a platform created from a 1 x 2 wooden frame



covered with ¥-inch (13 mm)-mesh hardware cloth. Drips will fall below the
mesh, where chicks can’t walk or peck in damp bedding, and raising the drinker
onto a platform helps keep bedding out of the water.

Spacing Feeders and Drinkers

Some chicks start life quite active and curious; others aren’t adventuresome at all. For the first day or
two, place feeders and drinkers close to the heater, where all chicks can easily find them — but not
directly under the heat, where the chicks may crowd against the feeders and drinkers while they
sleep. As soon as the birds are eating and drinking well, move feeders and drinkers farther out to give
the birds more space to rest near the edge of the heater.

Put as much distance between the feeder and drinker as the size of your brooder will allow. Chicks
will drop feed from their beaks, as well as toss or scratch feed from the feeder, into the drinking
water, creating an unhealthful sludge that can ferment if left too long in the warm brooder
environment. Spacing the feeders and drinkers as far apart as possible reduces the amount of sludge
that accumulates in the drinkers, and traveling between the feeder and drinker is good exercise for
strengthening little legs.

As your chicks grow, adjust the height of the drinker to keep the water level
between their eyes and their backs. The easiest way to adjust a drinker’s height is
to hang it from a rope or chain, which might be attached to the brooder ceiling or
to a large shelf bracket that’s attached to the brooder wall. Lamp chain with 1-
inch (2.5 cm) links is ideal for this purpose, because it lets you easily raise (or
lower) the drinker in 1-inch increments. Many people use an S hook to attach the
drinker to the chain, but I much prefer a snap hook because it won’t fall off and
get lost in the bedding. Rowdy chicks in the brooder can cause the drinker to
swing and spill, so leave the hardware cloth platform below the drinker even if
the drinker does not rest directly on the platform.

DRINKERS FOR DUCKLINGS AND GOSLINGS

Waterfowl use a lot more water than land fowl, because they must drink more to
remain healthy and because they splash a lot while playing in the drinker. They
also drop feed from their bills into the drinker, sludging up the water faster than
land fowl do.

Ducklings and goslings are notorious for quickly turning their brooder and



themselves into a soggy mess. Placing the drinker in a pie tin or similarly
shallow container helps keep things under control. Better still is to place the
drinker on a hardware cloth platform with a shallow catch basin underneath.
After only a few days, waterfowl outgrow a regular chick drinker. A trough fount
may then be used; it holds enough water for the birds to dip their whole heads
into and has a wire guard to prevent them from swimming in the trough.

Homemade drinkers suitable for ducklings and goslings may be fashioned
from plastic food containers of appropriate size. Margarine or cottage cheese
tubs, or other similarly shallow containers, work well for babies. Cut a hole into
the lid along one edge, just a little larger than the size of a bird’s head, through
which they can drink and wash their faces but cannot climb in for a swim. A
milk jug, an ice cream tub, or a plastic coffee canister may be used for growing
birds. As they grow they tend to push on or try to step on the drinker, which may
tip over and spill unless it is anchored down. Put clean rocks into the drinker to
make it bottom heavy and therefore more stable, or tie the drinker to the side of
the brooder. To initially encourage your baby waterfowl to use your homemade
drinkers, sprinkle a little finely chopped lettuce on the water to attract their
attention.

Brooding Challenges, by Species

Easiest of all; few hardiness issues; they fly early and therefore
Keets need a secure brooder to keep them safely confined

Chicks (other than Easy to brood; hardiness issues vary with breed; faster growing
bantams and breeds require frequent increases in available living space
broilers)

Easy to brood; hardiness issues vary with breed; the smallest
Bantam breeds require drinker management to prevent drowning

chicks

Rapid growth may need to be controlled to avoid lameness
Broilers issues; must be carefully monitored to avoid overheating



May need help initially finding feed and water; early deaths are
not uncommon; they perch early and will roost on anything they
POllltS can reach

Few hardiness issues; controlling moisture is the chief concern

Ducklings

Few hardiness issues; controlling moisture is the chief concern;
. slow rate of growth means a longer brooding period than for
GOSllngS other species

HOMEMADE WATERFOWL DRINKERS

A shallow food tub makes an inexpensive drinker for ducklings and goslings.



A milk jug with a hole cut into the side works well for baby waterfowl; as they grow taller, cut a new
jug so the hole is at the top.

A gallon-size plastic storage container with a slot cut along one side makes a handy drinker.

Algae Busters

Green scum appearing in drinkers, particularly those made of glass or plastic, is algae. Three
elements are needed for algae to develop: water, light, and nutrients. Some algae are toxic, and no
easy method is known for determining whether or not specific algae will produce toxins. The
following methods may be used to help control algae:

e Rinse out drinkers as often as necessary to remove nutrient-rich feed sludge
¢ Thoroughly scrub out drinkers at least once a week — twice weekly is better
e Keep drinkers filled with fresh, clean water




o If tap water isn’t pure, either filter it or boil and cool it

e Place drinkers away from sunlight

¢ Add 1 to 2 tablespoons of apple cider vinegar per gallon of water
e Put a thin slice of lemon into each drinker

e Put a piece of copper (such as a water-pipe fitting — but not pennies, which are mostly zinc)
into each drinker

Galvanized steel drinkers keep out light and therefore are less susceptible to algae growth than
plastic or glass drinkers. Do not use vinegar, lemon, or copper with metal drinkers, which can result
in a chemical reaction.

Providing Feed

Newly hatched poultry come equipped with yolk reserves that continue
providing nutrients for many hours after they hatch. It’s nature’s way of allowing
the early hatchers to remain in the nest where they are safe and warm until all the
stragglers have hatched. Shipping hatchlings by mail takes advantage of these
yolk reserves, which are pretty well depleted by the time the birds arrive. Feed
them within 2 to 3 hours after they have had their first drink, to make sure they
are well hydrated before they start eating.

Even though hatchlings can survive for up to 4 days without eating, they
experience less stress if they eat on the first day after they hatch. Chicks you
hatch yourself, and that eat soon after being placed in the brooder, therefore have
a better start in life than shipped chicks. Still, as with shipped chicks, make sure
they are drinking before they start eating. Chicks tend to digest better if they get
a good dose of water before getting a belly full of dry feed.

String Alert

When opening a sack of starter ration, keep track of the strings pulled from the end of the sack and
take care to dispose of them properly. Watch not only for the cotton string used to sew the end of the
bag together, but also for any plastic strips that might come loose from the polywoven sack. I have
seen a hatchling die after swallowing a plastic string that passed through its digestive system, and I
have seen strings get wrapped around a hatchling’s feet or leg, or even its tongue. Prevent injury or
death to your baby birds by making sure feed sack strings and plastic strips don’t get into their feeder
or brooder.




FEED OPTIONS

The easiest way to ensure that hatchlings get all the nutrients they need is to feed
them a commercial starter ration, which contains a mixture of grains, protein,
vitamins, and minerals. Formulating your own starter ration is tricky business,
requiring knowledge of poultry nutrition for your chosen species, as well as the
nutritional values of feedstuffs available to you. Furthermore, for just a few
backyard birds, obtaining all the necessary ingredients, and grinding and mixing
them into an appropriate ration, is simply not practical. If you’re tempted to
learn about mixing your own rations, do so after you become experienced at
raising poultry, have a good handle on their needs, and can readily recognize
deficiencies so you can make rapid corrections.

Chicken starter ration (“chick starter”) is available in most locations. Starter
rations are higher in protein and lower in calories than rations designed for older
poultry. Never feed layer ration to babies, even as an emergency measure if you
run out of starter; the higher calcium content of the layer ration can seriously
damage young kidneys. If you do run out of starter, or you forget to pick some
up before your hatchlings arrive, you can make an emergency starter ration by
cracking scratch grains in the blender or, if you have no scratch, by running a
little uncooked oatmeal through the blender and mixing it 50/50 with cornmeal.
Grains are high in calories and low in the protein, vitamins, and minerals needed
for good growth and health, so don’t use this mixture any longer than a day or
two.

If you have extra eggs on hand, mashed hard-boiled or scrambled egg makes
an excellent starter ration. In the old days before commercial rations were
available, farmers typically started their chicks on mashed boiled eggs. After the
first few days, chicks were fed oatmeal and cracked grains until they got big
enough to forage for themselves. Baby birds that are fed cracked grains also
need grit, provided in a separate feeder. If your local farm store doesn’t carry
chick grit, a suitable substitute is cage-bird grit from a pet store or clean sand
from a builder’s supply.

Feeding Keets, Poults and Waterfowl Correctly

Depending on where you live, your local farm store may carry (or be willing to
order) rations specific to the needs of poults and waterfowl. Turkey starter
contains more protein than chick starter and is suitable for keets and waterfowl



as well. Where turkey starter is not available, game-bird starter is a good
alternative. Higher protein promotes maximum growth, which is desirable if
you’re raising poultry for the freezer.

I have raised chicks, poults, keets, ducklings, and goslings, all on starter
intended for chickens without ever having a problem, but I don’t feed for
maximum growth, and I don’t use medicated feed for any of my poultry.

Medicated feed that is not formulated specifically for waterfowl should never
be fed to ducklings and goslings, both because they do not need the same
medications as land fowl and because they do not eat the same quantities of feed
as land fowl and therefore may overdose on a medication not intended for them.

The only other serious issue involved in feeding land-fowl starter to waterfowl
is that ducklings and goslings need more niacin than other poultry and therefore
can experience niacin deficiency if fed solely on chick starter. Niacin deficiency
easily may be avoided by adding 8 ounces (0.25 L) of brewer’s yeast to each 10
pounds (4.5 kg) of starter. Brewer’s yeast is available at supermarkets and
health-food stores, although livestock-grade brewer’s yeast from a farm store is
cheaper.

Feeding Broiler Chicks

In areas where poultry is big business, farm stores may offer different feeds for
poultry destined for the freezer compared to those that will become layers or
breeders. Broilers, especially Cornish-cross strains, grow faster than other chicks
and therefore need more protein. Broiler ration is usually 20 percent protein or
more, compared to regular starter, which usually contains 18 to 20 percent
protein. You may also find available a separate grower or finisher ration for
broilers and a grower or developer ration for layers and breeders. Switch from
one ration to another as indicated on the labels, gradually making the switch by
combining the old ration with greater and greater amounts of the new ration to
avoid problems related to digestive upset.

Medicated Starter for Some Flocks

Some brands of commercial chick, turkey, and game-bird starter are medicated with a coccidiostat to
prevent coccidiosis. Whether or not you need to feed medicated starter depends primarily on your
management style. Use medicated starter for land fowl if:




e You brood chicks or poults in warm, humid weather

* You brood large quantities of poultry at a time

e You keep chicks in the same brooder for more than 3 weeks

« You brood one batch of chicks after another in the same brooder

You shouldn’t need medicated starter if: you brood in late winter or early spring (before warm
weather allows coccidia and other pathogens to thrive); you brood on a noncommercial scale; you
keep your chicks on clean, dry litter by carefully managing sanitation and the drinker, and by
providing enough ventilation; and your chicks always have fresh, clean drinking water. On the other
hand, if you’re raising your first-ever chicks, using medicated starter gives you one less thing to
worry about while you work through your learning curve.

When raising poultry for the freezer, discontinue the medicated ration prior to butchering,
following the withdrawal time period recommended on the label (usually one week) so that the drug
is out of the bird’s system before being consumed.

Remember: Never feed medicated land-fowl starter to waterfowl.

In many parts of the country, farm stores carry only one all-purpose starter or
starter-grower ration. If you can find only a single ration, continue using it until
broilers reach butchering age and layers and breeders are ready for the switch to
lay ration.

Treats

Until birds are big enough to forage outdoors, they will enjoy tiny bits of fresh
fruits and veggies, such as dark green lettuce, pieces of grapes or apple, and bean
or alfalfa sprouts, all chopped into baby-bird-size pieces. Another treat they’ll
relish is dry baby cereal — barley, oat, wheat, or rice — from the supermarket.
Offer treats only in small amounts, no more than they will gobble down in 15
minutes. For sanitary reasons, feed treats in a trough, on a tray, or on a piece of
cardboard, rather than tossing them into the bedding.

Probiotics and Prebiotics

The small intestine of a healthy bird (and also a healthy human) is populated
with a number of beneficial bacteria and yeasts, called intestinal flora or
microflora, which aid digestion and stimulate the immune system. If for some
reason these good guys get overrun by disease-causing microbes, the bad guys
take over and cause an intestinal disease.

A hatchling acquires some microflora through the egg and gains more from
the environment but may not develop a population of microflora fast enough to



ward off disease-causing microbes. Chicks raised in a brooder, for instance,
acquire beneficial gut flora more slowly than chicks raised under a hen, and
those raised entirely on wire have even less opportunity to acquire microflora.
Furthermore, extreme stress can affect the microflora population, and the use of
antibiotics and other antimicrobials kills both disease-causing microbes and
beneficial microflora alike.

Probiotics are live microflora introduced as a supplement that is either
dissolved in water or added to feed. The idea is to boost immunity by giving
chicks an early dose of the same gut flora that will eventually colonize their
intestines. Probiotics improve intestinal balance through the process of
competitive exclusion — meaning whoever gets there first wins.

The probiotic microorganisms work in three ways: by attaching to the
intestinal wall to form a barrier that blocks out bad guys; by producing
antibacterial compounds and enzymes; and by stimulating the bird’s immune
system. Packaged probiotic supplements especially formulated for poultry are
available from many poultry suppliers. Natural sources include grains, meats,
and fermented milk products, such as yogurt and kefir.

Prebiotics are nondigestible carbohydrate fibers that stimulate the growth and
activity of gut flora and are commonly used in conjunction with probiotics. The
most common prebiotics are nondigestible carbohydrates known as
oligosaccharides. Prebiotics work in three ways: by feeding beneficial microbes;
by aiding digestion and enhancing nutrient absorption; and by tricking
pathogenic bacteria into attaching themselves to the oligosaccharides instead of
to the intestinal wall. Because oligosaccharides are not digestible, they are
excreted in chick poop, taking the bad bacteria along with them.

Prebiotics are beneficial with or without a probiotic. Prebiotics formulated for
poultry are available from some poultry suppliers. Natural sources of prebiotics
include chicory root, jicama, Jerusalem artichoke, asparagus, garlic, onions,
dandelion greens, bananas, legumes (soybeans, lentils, kidney beans, chickpeas),
wheat, barley, and raw oats.

The easy way to provide both prebiotics and probiotics — which is my choice,
because I raise a lot of hatchlings each year — is to opt for a starter ration that
contains both. Not many brands are formulated holistically, but that will surely
change as poultry keepers become more knowledgeable about the nutritional
needs of their birds.

SUITABLE FEEDERS



One of a hatchling’s first instincts is to peck. Land-fowl hatchlings scratch as
well as peck. Almost immediately on being placed in the brooder, they start
looking for things to peck. If they are placed on newspaper, they will peck at the
print. If they don’t see anything to peck, they peck at their own toes.

To give hatchlings fresh out of the brooder something to peck, sprinkle a little
starter on paper towels lining the brooder floor. Once they eat up all of the starter
feed on the floor, they’ll look around for more to peck and will find the feeders.

Chicks that arrive by mail may be weak and confused and need a little more
help. For their first few days, feed them in a paper plate, a shallow tray, a shoe-
box lid, or anything of similar chick height. Yes, they will waste some feed by
pooping in it, but at this stage it’s more important to get them started pecking for
something to eat. Place feed no more than 24 inches (60 cm) from the heat
source but not directly under it. When they start scratching out the feed, switch
to a regular chick feeder, available from farm stores and through poultry-supply
catalogs.

Like chick waterers, chick feeders come in several styles. An ideal feeder has
these features:

« It prevents chicks from roosting over or scratching in feed

* It has a lip designed to prevent beaking or billing out

+ It may be raised easily to the height of the birds’ backs as they grow
* It is easy to clean

Round Feeders

Beyond the basic jar-and-base round feeder, which is suitable for only a couple
of weeks at best, I have never found an ideal chick feeder. The basic feeder base
is similar to a drinker base and comes in both galvanized steel and different
colors of plastic. The base screws onto a feed-filled pint or quart (0.5 or 1 L) jar
and has eight holes around the bottom through which hatchlings can peck.
Because this style has a small footprint, it’s ideal for use in a brooder where
space is limited.

A similar-style eight-hole round feeder consists solely of closed base, with no
provision for screwing onto a jar. It has the same footprint but holds
considerably less feed, and its low profile invites chicks to roost on top, fouling
the feed by pooping into the holes. On the other hand, the top pops off, making it
easier to clean than the one-piece screw-on base. Round eight-hole feeders are



good starter feeders for small brooders.

Tube Feeders

If the brooder is roomy enough, a tube feeder is ideal because it holds a lot of
feed, so chicks are less likely to run out during the day; it minimizes feed
wastage because chicks can’t scratch in it and are less likely to bill out feed if the
feeder is maintained at the proper height; and it is easy to hang so it may be
raised to the height of the chicks’ backs as they grow. Tube feeders come in
various sizes, from small plastic ones to large metal ones. To determine how
many chicks of age six weeks or under may be fed from one tube feeder,
multiply the feeder’s base diameter in inches (or centimeters) by 3.14 and divide
by 2 (in metric divide by 5).

Talking Fowl

beaking out. A land-fowl habit of using the beak to scoop feed out of a feeder onto the floor
billing out. A waterfowl habit of using the bill to scoop feed out of a feeder onto the floor

withdrawal period. The minimum number of days that must pass from the time a bird stops
receiving a drug until the drug residue remaining in its meat is reduced to an “acceptable level” — as
established by the United States Food and Drug Administration, based on the drug manufacturer’s
recommendation — that is considered safe for human consumption

competitive exclusion. The process by which two species compete for available resources and the
weaker one is displaced by the stronger one

FEEDER’S DIGEST



Jar lid

Tissue box



Tube feeder

Eight-hole round feeder



Jar and base

Trough Feeders

Trough feeders have a long, narrow footprint that takes up a lot of space in a
confined brooder so are more commonly used in area brooders. They come in
three basic styles: hole top, reel top, and grill top.

Hole-top trough feeders, like the basic round feeders, have separate holes
through which individual chicks eat, which prevents squabbling and the wasting
of feed. Hole-top troughs come in different lengths, typically 12, 18, and 24
inches (30, 45, 60 cm), having 15, 22, and 24 holes, respectively. Galvanized
models have a sliding top that doesn’t always slide easily — more than once I’ve
cut my hand trying to slide one off or on — so like a lot of other people, I fill



mine by pouring feed through the holes. Plastic hole-top troughs have a hinged
top that flips open and snaps shut. Once the plastic hinges break, you’re out of
luck.

Hole-top troughs have the disadvantage that chicks will roost on top and poop
through the holes, and sometimes a chick will climb into the trough through a
hole and eat so much it can’t get back out. Another disadvantage if you’re
raising broilers is that the chicks can’t get their beaks through the holes after
they reach about two weeks of age.

Reel-top trough feeders are made of plastic or galvanized steel and have an
antiroosting reel across the length of the top that spins and is supposed to dump
chicks that try to perch on it. A single chick often has no trouble perching on the
reel, although when other chicks try to join the first one, the reel turns and they
dump each other off. In attempting to perch they can foul the feed. Like hole-top
troughs, reel-top troughs come in different lengths. Some have adjustable legs so
you can adjust the height as birds grow.

Reel-top trough



Hole-top trough

A grill-top feeder is basically an open trough with a grid on top to keep birds
from walking or scratching in the feed. But chicks will try to scratch anyway,
and as they get bigger the chance becomes more likely that they’ll tip the trough
and dump the feed. Screwing the trough to a length of 2x6 lumber stabilizes the
feeder and prevents tipping.

The open design of both reel-top and grill-top troughs accommodates larger
heads than hole-top feeders, so they are more suitable for larger breeds as well as
for growing broilers that can’t handily eat through the small holes.

With a hole-top feeder, allow one hole per bird. With an open trough, allow 1
linear inch (2.5 cm) per bird up to three weeks of age, 2 linear inches (5 cm) to
six weeks of age, and 3 linear inches (7.5 cm) to twelve weeks. A trough that is
not mounted against a wall and allowing birds to eat from both sides will
accommodate twice as many birds.

Baby poultry of all kinds waste feed through beaking out or billing out — the
habit of scratching out feed with their beaks or bills. To minimize waste fill the
trough feeders only two-thirds full. An inwardly rolled lip discourages billing
out, as does raising the feeder so it’s always the same height as the birds’ backs.

ADJUSTING TO FEEDING HABITS

Depending on how many birds you brood, and the size and style of their first
feeder, as they grow you may need to switch to a larger feeder to make sure they
can get their growing heads into the feeder and to ensure they don’t run out of
feed during the day. Whenever you change to a different feeder, leave the old



one in place for a few days until you’re sure all the chicks are eating from the
new one.

Fill feeders in the morning, and let the chicks empty them before filling them
again. Leaving feeders empty for long invites picking, but letting stale or dirty
feed accumulate is unhealthful, so strike a happy balance. Clean and scrub
feeders at least once a week.

Total Feed Intake to Six Weeks of Age*

POUNDS PER KILOGRAMS PER

BIRD BIRD

Chick/keet 2.5 1

6 2.75
Poult

9 4
Broiler

15 6.75
Duckling

20 9
Gosling

*This intake table provides approximate amounts. The exact amount of feed needed to grow each bird to six
weeks of age is influenced by numerous factors, including the bird’s breed and strain, the brooding
temperature, and the quality and nutrient balance of the feed.

Brooder Bedding



Hatchlings confined in a brooder accumulate a lot of poop. The more they grow,
the more they poop. Keeping the brooder clean is about as pleasant a job as
changing a baby’s diapers, and just as necessary. Brooder bedding makes the
task more manageable. But bedding that is suitable for growing birds is not the
best bedding for the hatchlings’ first few days in the brooder.

FIRST BEDDING

Until hatchlings learn what is edible and what is not, while pecking around they
may fill up on bits of bedding, which jams up the works so edible feed can’t get
through, leading to starvation. For this reason, a lot of newbie chicken keepers
are unreasonably afraid of using any kind of loose bedding. The trick is to make
sure your birds are eating well before switching from their first bedding to loose
bedding.

Hatchlings come out of the incubator looking for things to peck at. A solid
surface with a little feed sprinkled over it will give them something edible to
peck. The surface needs to be rough enough to prevent their little legs from
slipping out from under them as they move around from the feeder to the drinker
to their resting place near the heater. Newspaper or other smooth paper provides
too little traction and can lead to leg injuries.

Choices

Plain white paper toweling may be unrolled in strips and used to line the floor of
a small brooder. Some chicken keepers spread paper towels on top of shavings or
other loose litter, but with a soft underbedding the chicks are apt to tear and wad
up the paper. Instead, spread a thick layer of newsprint or other paper underneath
the paper towels to help absorb moisture. As the paper toweling becomes soiled,
simply add another layer on top. By the time the toweling gets messy faster than
you can add a new top layer, the birds are big enough to get along without it. At
that point either roll up all the paper and replace it with loose bedding, or spread
loose bedding on top of the paper.

Chicken keepers who prefer to spend their money on soap and hot water,
rather than on paper towels, brood on old cloth towels or baby diapers. When a
fresh towel is needed, the soiled one is shaken out, collected with other soiled
towels, and laundered in the washing machine much as baby diapers are
laundered. Avoid using big-loop terry towels, as hatchlings can get their sharp



little toenails caught in the loops.

Bedding for the Water Lovers

Waterfowl generate a lot more moisture than land fowl, creating a challenge in keeping them and
their brooder clean and dry. Changing the bedding often enough to keep them healthily dry can get
expensive.

Some waterfowl keepers prefer the bath-towel option, changing to fresh towels as often as
necessary to keep the brooder environment healthful. Another option is to use puppy pee pads or
human incontinence pads (also called bed underpads) to soak up moisture and odor. These pads are
either washable and reusable or single use and disposable. The latter are available as scented or
unscented pads. Loose bedding under the pads absorbs excess moisture. The most absorbent material
for this purpose is pellet bedding, described on page 70. Sand is another option.

Some waterfowl keepers prefer to avoid messy bedding altogether by brooding their ducklings and
goslings on hardware cloth with a water-collection pan, such as a plastic underbed storage tote,
underneath the brooder. Excess water drips into the tote, which may be dumped and rinsed out as
needed without having to remove the birds from the brooder. Most of the time the solid waste gets
trampled on and pressed through the wire as well; if the brooder is overcrowded, however, the
hardware cloth may clog up and need to be scraped off. A piece of plywood or other solid surface
over a portion of the hardware cloth, away from the drinker, gives ducklings and goslings a
comfortable resting spot.

Nonadhesive, nonslip shelf liner is washable and therefore reusable. It is
durable, yet soft and cushiony for hatchlings to rest and walk on. The rubbery
nonslid surface is especially beneficial for chicks that have trouble with their
little legs slipping out from under them.

Sold for gardening, interior decorating, and crafts, burlap makes a nice first
brooder liner. Like nonslip shelf liner, it helps chicks get a good foothold to
prevent their legs from sliding. Unless you can find a free or inexpensive source,
the chief disadvantage to single-use burlap is the cost.

A piece of fine-mesh hardware cloth or an old window screen makes a good
nonslip option for brooding chicks. In this case the wire is placed directly on top
of a sheet of cardboard, several layers of newsprint or kraft paper, or over loose
bedding. Cut the wire to fit the brooder bottom, and make sure the cut ends are
turned under or taped to prevent injury to little feet.

In just a few days, usually less than a week, the brooded birds will have legs
that are strong enough to let them be much more active, and they will know
where to find edible feed. They will also generate greater quantities of poop,



making the first bedding increasingly more difficult and time-consuming to
maintain in a sanitary condition. At that point loose bedding becomes a better
option. The little birds will peck and scratch in the loose bedding, and maybe
carry bits of it around in their beaks or bills, but don’t worry. Unless they are left
with an empty feeder or can’t find the feeder, typically they will not fill up on
bedding.

Switch Bedding as Birds Grow




Paper towels (top) may be used as first bedding. After the birds are walking and eating well,
switch to loose and more absorbent bedding, such as shredded paper (middle) or pine pellets
(bottom).

LOOSE BEDDING FOR GROWING CHICKS




Once the birds start growing, a layer of good bedding will absorb their droppings
to help keep them clean and dry, as well as insulate the brooder floor to retain
warmth. Loose bedding also allows baby poultry to engage in natural activities
such as scratching and pecking or dustbathing. Typical bedding depths are 1 to 2
inches (2.5-5 cm) in an enclosed brooder, 3 to 4 inches (7.5-10 cm) in an area
brooder.

Ideal bedding is loose and fluffy but not dusty, absorbs moisture and
droppings, has no objectionable odor, doesn’t cake or mat, is nontoxic, and is
easy for growing birds to walk on. Unfortunately, no one type of bedding is 100
percent perfect, but many suitable possibilities exist.

Wood Shavings

Dust-free kiln-dried pine shavings are popular as brooder bedding. They are
suitable for area brooding and open-top brooders, but not for smaller and less
well-ventilated enclosures. Pine contains phenols and other volatile compounds
that can cause respiratory problems. But when the shavings have been well
dried, most of the phenols have evaporated, and in an open area those that
remain won’t be a problem. You can easily identify shavings that have been
properly dried because they don’t have a strong pine odor. Cedar shavings smell
stronger than pine because they contain more phenols, and therefore should not
be used as bedding. Aspen and other hardwood shavings are not as absorbent as
pine and are more expensive but lack phenols. Of course, never use shavings
from treated lumber. Fresh sawdust should also be avoided, as it is dusty and can
pack down and get soggy and musty. However, well-aged sawdust that is
completely dry and free of mold can make acceptable bedding.

Pellet Bedding

Sold as stall bedding for horses and other animals, and as litter for cats, pine
pellets are extremely absorbent, relatively odor free, less dusty than shavings,
and last somewhat longer. The instructions on the bag suggest that the pellets
should be moistened to fluff them up before use, but I use them straight from the
bag and find that they absorb brooder moisture quickly enough on their own.
Because they are so absorbent, they are one of the best bedding options for
brooding waterfowl. Woodstove pellets are similar to bedding pellets, and some
brands are sold as livestock bedding as well as stove fuel. Avoid stove pellets
made of hardwood, which are not nearly as absorbent as pine pellets, and avoid



brands that include an accelerant (a hazardous chemical additive that makes
stove pellets easier to burn).

Shredded Paper

Newspaper or newsprint makes good bedding but must be freshened fairly often.
Avoid using colored paper, particularly red or orange, because they make it more
difficult to spot problems such as coccidiosis (a sign of which is bloody
droppings). The smaller bits of paper shredded in a crosscut or microcut paper
shredder are easier for baby birds to walk on than longer strip-cut paper, which
can tangle around their legs, although the finely cut paper sticks to feathered
feet.

shavings

pellets



paper

Whole sheets of paper are not as absorbent as shredded paper, but if you have
a ready and sufficient supply, paper sheets are acceptable for baby poultry that
has grown past the first bedding stage. Several sheets of paper at the bottom of a
brooder, beneath loose bedding or lining a litter pan, help make cleanup a little
easier.

Grass Clippings

Well-dried grass clippings, from a lawn that hasn’t been sprayed, make good
bedding for land fowl that are not feather legged. Grass sticks to the feet of
feather-legged breeds. And when used with waterfowl it gets soggy and matted.

When the weather calls for several warm, sunny days, I mow the grass in our
orchard into windrows by driving the mower back and forth to blow the grass
into narrow rows. The next morning I turn it with a pitchfork to dry the
underside. Depending on the weather, it takes 2 to 3 days and one or two
turnings to thoroughly dry the grass. Then I rake it up and pack it loosely in big
clear-plastic bags that once held wood shavings. If the grass gets rained on
before it’s fully dry, or the bags bead with sweat inside, or the bagged grass
smells the least bit moldy, I throw it on the compost heap. But when it’s well
dried and sweet smelling, grass makes acceptable brooder bedding. It mats rather
quickly, though, so it must be refreshed frequently by either replacing it or
adding more on top.

Dry Leaves
Leaves, run over several times with a lawnmower to chop them up, make



acceptable brooder bedding, provided they are fully dry and not the least bit
moldy. Like dried grass, dried leaves tend to mat and must be refreshed
frequently. I find, however, that mowing and drying leaves along with grass, as
described above, makes fluffier bedding than either leaves or grass alone.

Chopped Straw

If you have access to clean straw, and have a way to chop it, chopped straw
makes acceptable brooder bedding, but like leaves and grass it tends to mat and
must be refreshed often. Regular straw is too long for baby birds to walk on
without tripping, so use only chopped straw. If you don’t have ready access to a
straw chopper, you can chop small amounts at a time by putting the straw into a
clean barrel or similar container and whipping it with a string trimmer. Clean
(manure free) hay, especially hay that’s been picked over by goats or other
livestock, may be used similarly.

Peat Moss

Decomposed sphagnum moss harvested from bogs is sold as a mulch, soil
amendment, and potting medium. It is soft and absorbent, is easy for baby birds
to walk on, holds heat well to keep the brooder warm, and virtually eliminates
brooding odors. Many people who brood chicks on peat feel it is superior to any
other type of bedding. However, conservationists take issue with the fact that
harvesting peat destroys wetlands that take eons to regrow.

grass
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Coir

Shredded coconut husk (coir, cocopeat, or coconut bedding) is widely used as a
peat substitute. It is sold in pet shops and garden centers, and comes in
compressed bricks or bales, or loose in bags. For brooder use the compressed
form must by hydrated, broken apart, and dried. Improperly dried coir from any
source contains a fungus that may be harmful to brooded birds. The safest coir to
use in a brooder is the loose form sold as bedding for reptiles.

Vermiculite

Vermiculite is a natural mineral treated with heat so it expands, making it useful
as a soil conditioner and growing medium. For more than occasionally brooding
a few chicks, it can be pretty pricey. But folks who are willing to pay the price
consider it ideal as brooder bedding because it is lightweight, sterile, and highly
absorbent and won’t catch fire should the brooder lamp fall into the bedding. A
downside is the possibility that vermiculite may contain asbestos, since the two
minerals are often found in the same mines. Residual dust in vermiculite is an
indication that it contains asbestos, so use only refined vermiculite labeled as
being dust free.

Sand

Clean mortar sand or sandbox play sand makes excellent brooder bedding. It is
not as absorbent as other types of bedding, but it absorbs heat more readily and
evaporates moisture more rapidly and therefore stays drier. Perhaps for the same
reason, sand is more resistant to microbes than other types of bedding, keeping
baby birds healthier. Soiled sand doesn’t stick to feet like other types of bedding
can. When it is kicked into a drinker, sand doesn’t float and discourage drinking
but rather sinks to the bottom so the water remains clean. Provided it is sifted
periodically to remove chick poops, sand lasts much longer than other types of
bedding, making it extremely economical. Like vermiculite, sand is fireproof,
but because it retains warmth better than any other bedding, you have to be more
careful about heater placement to avoid overheated chicks.

Pet Bedding

Pet-shop products such as CareFRESH (recycled, sanitized cellulose fiber), Eco-
Bedding (recycled paper), and Cell-Sorb (recycled paper combined with



gypsum) are designed to be super absorbent and odor free. They are expensive
but last longer than all other options except pine pellets and sand.
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BEDDING MANAGEMENT

Managing bedding entails keeping it clean and dry. Additionally, loose bedding
must remain fluffed up to retain its absorbency. Stir loose bedding daily to keep
it from packing down, and add a little fresh bedding as often as necessary to
keep it loose and absorbent. Remove and replace moist bedding around drinkers,
since damp litter turns moldy and can cause brooder pneumonia. Remove and
replace all the bedding as necessary to keep the brooder environment clean and
dry.

In a small brooder, such as one that’s storage tote size, if a thick layer of paper
is placed on the bottom, before the bedding is added, most of the time the paper
can be rolled up, litter and all, for removal. If the paper underneath gets wet,
though, it may fall apart when you try to roll it up. In that case, a small brooder
may be turned and dumped out (after removing the birds, of course). A larger
brooder that’s too heavy to lift may be cleaned out with a dustpan and a bucket
or wheelbarrow. An area brooder or large brooder constructed at floor level may
be emptied with a flat shovel, a coal shovel, or a snow shovel and a wheelbarrow
or front-end loader. A cardboard box brooder is easiest of all to clean — just
transfer the chicks to a fresh box and dispose of the old one.

As your birds become more active and their bedding gets deeper, some
bedding will get kicked into the feeder and drinker. Raising the feeders and
drinkers to a platform helps keep them clean. For this purpose I have used
ceramic tiles, pieces of 2x8 lumber, bricks, paving stones, and hardware cloth
platforms (described on page 58). Hanging the feeders and drinkers and raising
them as the bedding deepens is an ideal way to keep them litter free.

If your brooder has a hardware cloth floor with a droppings pan underneath,
the pan will be much easier to clean if you line it with paper, cardboard, or loose
bedding. If you don’t line the pan, you’ll have the unpleasant task of periodically
scraping off caked-on poop. When brooding waterfowl, a little bedding in the
bottom of the pan will absorb some of the water to minimize sloshing when you
move the pan for emptying and cleaning.



Used Bedding

How to dispose of used bedding can be an issue for urban and suburban chicken keepers. If you think
you’ll have a problem disposing of soiled brooder bedding, how will you deal with the greater
quantities of used bedding generated by your poultry after they mature?

We gardeners who keep chickens love soiled bedding. It makes terrific compost for growing
vegetables and flowers. If you aren’t a gardener, surely you have a friend or neighbor or know a
community or city garden volunteer who would love to have your used brooder bedding for their
compost. They might even clean your brooder to get it.

The chief issue with adding used brooder bedding to a compost pile is that it contains a fair
amount of starter ration, which can attract hungry rodents. Rather than dumping the bedding on top
of the pile or burying it in one place inside the heap, mix the soiled bedding into the existing compost
to make it less accessible and therefore less attractive to rodents.
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WHAT TO EXPECT ASTHEY GROW

Hatchlings don’t stay cute and fluffy for long. They quickly start growing
feathers, and before you know it they look like miniature versions of their
mature selves.

Almost immediately from the time of hatch, baby birds display body
conformation and behavior patterns characteristic of their species. At the
same time, each bird develops a distinct personality and a unique tone of
voice. If you have few enough birds that you can focus on individuals, you
can distinguish it from the others — even if they all seem to look alike.




Early Chick Development

Hatchlings arrive in the world covered with down in place of feathers on most
parts of their bodies, with the exception of tiny early feathers on their wings and
tails. Down provides insulation to keep the babies warm. It also provides
camouflage that lets them blend in with the environment — baby poultry are not
the same bold colors they will be as adults.

Down grows from follicles, similar to those from which human hair grows.
Mature poultry also have down on some parts of their bodies, but that down
grows from follicles that specialize in the sole production of down. Some of a
hatchling’s down grows from the same follicles that will eventually sprout
feathers. Baby down, in fact, consists of the tips of feathers. As the feathers grow
longer, the down breaks away.

Newly emerging feathers are pointed, like a pin, so they are typically called
pinfeathers. Blood vessels extend into the feather shaft to nourish these
developing feathers, which are therefore sometimes called blood feathers. Each
dark, blood-filled feather is tightly packed into a keratin sheath — a thin tubelike
structure that eventually splits open and falls off, allowing the feather to unfurl.

Once a feather is fully formed, the blood vessels die back and the feather shaft
hardens to better protect the bird’s skin. The feather follicles are linked by a
network of tiny muscles that allow a bird to raise and lower its feathers; for
instance, to trap warm air by puffing out the feathers in cold weather.

Growing Pinfeathers: The Awkward Age
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A chick growing its first feathers looks rather prickly, with part of its body covered with down,
part covered with pin feathers, part covered with maturing feathers, and part bearing no
feathers at all.

FEATHER TRACTS

Unlike a mammal’s fur, feathers do not grow over the entire body surface of a
chicken or other type of poultry. Instead, the feathers grow in small, symmetrical
tracts and fan out to cover the body. The feather tracts (technically, pterylae) are
separated by featherless areas (apteria) in which some down may grow, even in
mature poultry.

The featherless areas facilitate cooling when a bird holds out its wings in hot
weather to expose bare skin underneath. Otherwise, no one is exactly sure why
poultry and other birds grow feathers in distinct tracts. One theory is that feather
tracts minimize the total number of feathers, thus reducing the bird’s overall
weight to make it better able to fly. This theory is supported by the fact that
flightless birds — penguins, along with ostriches and their relatives — do not



have feather tracts but grow feathers all over their bodies.

Many types of barnyard poultry no longer fly well or at all, but they all still
grow feathers in tracts. The specific shape and distribution of tracts differs for
different bird families. A chicken has 10 distinct feather tracts — head, neck,
shoulder, wings, breast, back, abdomen, rump, thigh, and legs. Just as no one is
exactly sure why feathers grow in tracts, no one has yet determined why the
arrangement of tracts differs from one family of birds to another.

e
[ .

FEATHER TRACTS FEATHERLESS TRACTS
(PTERYLAE) (APTERIA)

T i o § L
e ""1—*—.‘_.;'.1’. £ .,',"-'_ \
S et g o ST e e

Broilers Grow at a Different Rate

The growth rate of broiler strains is a bit different from other types of chickens. They put much less
energy into feather growth and much more energy into muscling up. As a result they get big
considerably faster than other strains and have a much sparser layer of feathers compared to other
birds of the same age — their feather growth simply can’t keep up with their rapid increase in size.
Fewer feathers means easier plucking when the time comes for the harvest. But even though broilers
are short on feathers, their heavier bodies cause them to readily overheat.

First Feathering

All poultry develop their first coat of feathers in about the same order. The wing
feathers are important for mobility, so by the end of the first week, baby birds
have distinguishable little wings. The tail helps with balance, so by the end of
the second week, you’ll see a pert little tail. Body feathers are important for




warmth, so they gear up during the third week and fill out in the fourth week. By
the end of the fifth week most of the feathers are in, and the birds look like little
chickens, guineas, turkeys, ducks, or geese.

Just about the time they are fully feathered, they molt — some of their
feathers drop out sequentially, to be replaced by new feathers. Before the birds
reach maturity, they go through another partial molt. Some breeds, especially the
fancy show models, don’t develop their characteristic feather patterns until after
this stage.

Species, breed, feed, and environmental temperature influence the exact age at
which they go through these various stages. The cooler the temperature, the
more rapidly feathers grow. Keeping the brooder temperature on the cool side of
comfortable encourages rapid feather growth; failing to reduce the temperature
as the birds grow delays full feathering.

Talking Fowl

feather tract. A specific area of the skin in which feathers grow
full molt. The renewal of feathers in all the feather tracts
keratin. Fibrous protein that forms the structural basis for feathers and claws

molt. The periodic shedding and renewal of plumage, controlled by hormones and regulated by daily
exposure to light

partial molt. The renewal of feathers in some of the feather tracts

Typical Chick Feathering Timetable

WEEK FEATHER GROWTH

Wing

Tail, shoulder
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Breast, back
3
Body
4
Head
5
Age at Full Feathering
SPECIES AVERAGE AGE
5-6 weeks
Chick
6-8 weeks
Keet
6-8 weeks
Poult
6-8 weeks
Duckling




GOSling 12—15 weeks

RATE OF GROWTH

Some species, breeds, and strains grow much more rapidly than others. Strains
of all species that have been bred for meat production grow the fastest of all.
Old-time breeds, especially the ones that mature to the largest sizes, grow at the
slowest rate.

The accompanying series of photographs shows typical growth and feathering
rates for Rhode Island Red pullets, Rhode Island Red cockerels, and Cornish-
Rock broiler cockerels. The broilers were raised in the same brooder
environment and on the same rations as the Rhode Island Reds, with no attempt
to influence their growth rate. Each week a few representatives were taken from
each group for the photo op. Selecting a single individual from each group to
photograph proved impractical, because no bird was consisten