
 
 

 
 
 

Keeping of Residential Chickens Application 
Temporary License 

 
 
 

*All sections of this application must be filled out and fees paid upon submittal or application will be deemed incomplete.   
 

Property Owner:         Address of Property:       

Tax ID/Parcel Number:                 Zoning District:                  Parcel/Lot Area (Square Feet):                         

Coop Size:                       Run Size:                                        Requested Number of Chickens:                                            

Name(s) of Applicant(s):                                                                

Mailing Address:         City, State, Zip:        

Phone:          Email:                                                  

Property Site Plan:   Provide a site plan of the lot layout.  Show and label property lines, street(s), dwelling, accessory buildings, and distance of 
nearest residential dwellings.  Provide the footprint dimension for all buildings. Provide dimension and height of chicken coop.    

 
Containment and Protection (checklist):  

□  Predator proof coop with a minimum of 2.5 sq. ft. per chicken. 

□  Enclosed area for a run with a minimum of 5 sq. ft. per chicken.  A securely fenced rear yard is acceptable for the run.  Chickens shall not be 
allowed out of the run or to roam free outside a fenced area. 

□  Coops shall be located in the back yard.  On corner lots, the side yard which faces the street, the coop shall not be located within the 20 ft. side 
yard setback from property line.  Location of coop is subject to easements and overhead power line. 

□  Coops shall be a minimum of 5 ft. from the interior side property line. 

□  Coops shall be a minimum of 25 feet from the nearest residential dwelling.  There is no minimum distance between the coop and the property 
owner’s dwelling unless the coop is larger than 200 sq. ft. 

□  Coops shall not be larger than 200 sq. ft. unless a building permit is issued for its construction. 
 
Applicant Certification: 
 
I certify under penalty of perjury that this application and all information submitted as a part of this application is true, complete, and accurate to the best 
of my knowledge.  I also acknowledge that I have reviewed the Brigham City Code regarding this application and that items and checklists contained in 
this application are basic and minimum requirements only and that other requirements may be imposed that are unique to individual projects or uses.  I 
agree also to comply with any and all applicable City Ordinances in effect at this time.  Should any of the information or representations submitted in 
connection with this application be incorrect or untrue, I understand that Brigham City may rescind any approval, or take any other legal or appropriate 
action.  I also agree to allow the Staff or appointed agent(s) of the City to enter the subject property to make any necessary inspections thereof.  I also 
acknowledge that I have read the required supplemental educational materials supplied by Brigham City attached with this application. 

Signature:          Date:       

PLEASE NOTE: Chickens are allowed as a temporary license use only and not attached to the property as a legal use by right.  There shall be 
no “grandfathering” or legal nonconforming use property rights arising from the permit.  The temporary license is good for two years and 
must be renewed every two years in order to continue the keeping of residential chickens. 

                
 

Office Use Only 
                                            

Application #                                     Application Fee      $10.00   Allowed Number of Chickens   _______________ 

Date Received                          Zoning Approval   _________________________ 

Receipt #                                        Zoning Approval Date  _____________________ 
Permit Issued                              

Renewal Date __________    

 



 
 

 
PROPERTY OWNER 

* IMPORTANT - ALL property owners of record MUST sign this form – use additional forms as necessary 
 
 

I, (we)      , declare that I, (we) am (are) the owner(s)* of the property identified in the 
attached application.  

 
*May be owner of record, contract owner, party to valid real estate purchase contract, party to valid earnest money agreement, option holder or have 
other legal control of property. 
 

         
                                  (Property Owner) 
 
         
                                  (Property Owner) 

State of    
County of    
On    , 20 ,      personally appeared before me,  
 
    who is personally known to me 
    whose identity I proved on the basis of      
    whose identity I proved on the oath/affirmation of    ,  
    a credible witness 
 
the signer of the above document, and he/she acknowledged that he/she signed it.   
 
 
             
       Notary Public 

 
      
 

 
 

PROPERTY OWNER PERMISSION 
*IMPORTANT - ALL property owners of record MUST sign this form – use additional forms as necessary 

 
 

I, (we)       , the owner(s) of the property described in the attached application, give  

       permission to use the property listed in the attached application for the 

purpose named in the attached application.   

         
                           (Property Owner) 
 
         
                           (Property Owner) 

 
State of    
County of    
On   , 20 ,      personally appeared before me,  
 
    who is personally known to me 
    whose identity I proved on the basis of      
    whose identity I proved on the oath/affirmation of    ,  
    a credible witness 
 
the signer of the above document, and he/she acknowledged that he/she signed it.   
 
        
             
       Notary Public 



29.05.250  Keeping of Residential Chickens  
The purpose of this section is to provide regulations for the keeping of residential 

chickens as a temporary accessory use within certain residential districts.  Chickens shall be 
kept in a way that will ensure the continued health and well being of the residents of Brigham 
City while allowing a more self-sustaining method of living.  

A. Definition.  The term “chicken” refers only to the female, or hen of the species. 
Roosters and crowing hens are prohibited at any and all times.  Chickens are not considered 
household pets. 

B. Districts.  Residential chickens are allowed in the R-M-7, R-1-8, R-1-10, R-1-12, R-
M-15, R-1-20, R-M-30, R-1-40, and GC districts and shall be further limited to Single Family 
dwelling units which have a separate legal lot or parcel of record.   

C. Permit.   
1. A permit is required for the keeping of chickens.   
2. The permit is a temporary license only and not attached to the property as a legal 

use by right.  There shall be no “grandfathering” or legal nonconforming use property rights 
arising from the permit.   

3. The permit cost is $10.00 and must be renewed every two years.   
4. Each chicken owner is required to read the supplemental educational materials 

supplied by the city.   
D. Allowed Number of Chickens.  A minimum lot size of 7,000 square feet (sq. ft.) is 

required for the keeping of chickens.  The minimum number of chickens permitted on any lot is 
two (2), for the social wellness of the chickens. The permitted number of chickens is as follows: 

7,000 sq. ft:  2 chickens 
8,000 sq. ft:  4 chickens 
10,000 sq. ft:  6 chickens 
14,000 sq. ft:  8 chickens 
20,000 sq. ft:  10 chickens.   
No more than 10 chickens will be permitted on any lot. 

E. Containment and Protection.   
1. Chickens shall be provided with a predator proof coop with a minimum of 2.5 sq. 

ft. per chicken.   
2. Coops shall not be larger than 200 sq. ft. unless a building permit is issued for its 

construction. 
3. Coops and pens shall be located in the back yard.  On corner lots, the side yard 

which faces the street, the coop and pen shall not be within the 20 ft side yard setback from 
property line. 

4. Coops and pens shall be a minimum of 5 feet from the property line and 25 feet 
from the nearest residential dwelling.  There is no minimum distance between the coop and the 
property owner’s dwelling unless the coop is larger than 200 sq. ft. 

5. There shall be an enclosed area for a run with a minimum of 5 sq. ft. per chicken.  
A securely fenced rear yard is acceptable for the run. Chickens shall not be allowed out of the 
run or to roam free outside a fenced area. 

F. Sanitation and Maintenance.  
1. All coops and runs shall be kept in a clean condition and free from objectionable 

odor.   
2. No such odor shall be detectible at the property line.  All food shall be kept in a 

rodent proof container.   
3. Droppings and used litter shall be disposed of in a sanitary way.  Droppings may 

be used as compost. 
 
 



G. Business or Gain.   
1. The keeping of residential chickens shall not be used as a business or for 

monetary gain.   
2. There shall be no sale or income resulting from the keeping of chickens, 

including the sale of eggs. 
H. Slaughtering and Removal.   

1. The slaughtering of chickens shall not be conducted on the premises at any time. 
2. Dead chickens and unused eggs shall be removed and disposed of in a sanitary 

manner within 24 hours. 
I. Conflict.   

This section shall not nullify the more restrictive provisions of covenants, conditions 
and restrictions for subdivisions, but shall prevail notwithstanding such provisions which are less 
restrictive. 

J. Revocation.   
A permit may be revoked for cause and may also be revoked where a complaint is 

made to the City regarding noise, odor, or other violation of this ordnance due to chickens as 
verified by a City Animal Control Officer, and the owner of the property at issue fails to mitigate 
such noise, odor, or other violation to the City’s satisfaction. 
 K.   Penalty. 

Any violation of the provisions of this section, either by failing to do those acts 
required herein or by doing any act prohibited herein, shall be considered a Class C 
Misdemeanor unless otherwise specifically stated in this section. 
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Basics for Raising Backyard Chickens 
David D. Frame, DVM, Diplomate ACPV 

Utah State University Extension Poultry Specialist 

This fact sheet is constructed to be used by local 
municipalities for training or as an evaluation tool in the 
permitting process for allowing poultry keeping in 
population-dense settings. It also serves as a condensed 
review of basic poultry keeping practices. 

Backyard chicken keeping is increasing in 
popularity. There are many reasons for this. Perhaps it is 
to have a ready source of eggs and meat, or as a 
backyard help in pest control, or perhaps it is just 
because they are fun to watch. Whatever the reason, 
chickens can be a great source of enjoyment if properly 
managed and given appropriate care. 

Figure 1. Hens enjoy the spring breeze. 

Get Your Chicks Off to a Good Start 
Baby poultry cannot generate enough heat to 

sustain themselves. That is the reason the mother hen 
keeps the young under her wings. The process of getting 
chicks off to a good start is called brooding. The 
brooding period is roughly the first 3 to 4 weeks of a 
chick’s life. By then, most breeds are fully feathered and 
can generate enough heat on their own to get by. 

Basic needs for brooding chicks are: 

• Heat source, such as a 250 watt infrared light. 
Keep a temperature gradient from 110°F under 
the heat source to 84°F at edge of brooder ring.  
Decrease temperature about 5°F each week. 
However, if chicks appear too cold or hot, adjust 
accordingly.   

• Clean water. 
• Good quality chick starter feed. 
• Clean litter (pine or cedar shavings are 

recommended). 
• A circular confined area to keep the chicks from 

wandering away from the heat source. 

Figure 2. Example of a brooder ring. 

Housing
Chickens are very adaptable and no single best 

way exists to house them. Creative architectural 
construction may even be considered in building a 
“designer” chicken house in order to enhance the 
backyard landscape. Regardless of ultimate design, the 
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following practical considerations should be observed. 
The building must: 

• Be large enough for proper air circulation (i.e., 
ventilation), but small enough to keep from 
getting too cold and drafty in winter; 

• Allow 1.5 to 2.0 ft2 (0.14 to 0.19 m2) floor space 
per adult chicken; 

• Provide easy access to feed and water; and 
• Provide nesting areas for hens in egg production. 

Perches
Although not mandatory, it is usually a good 

idea to provide perches for the chickens. Perches will 
allow birds to stay off the floor – particularly as they 
roost at night. Most breeds seem to enjoy spending time 
on perches. Manure will tend to accumulate in greatest 
concentration under the roost area, thereby helping to 
keep the rest of the bedding material in the house 
cleaner. A good rule of thumb is to allow 6 to 10 inches 
(15 to 25 cm) of linear perch space for each chicken 
housed. 

Nest Boxes 
Nest boxes are essential furnishings of any 

hen house because she will seek a secluded place to lay 
her eggs. Properly constructed and maintained, nest 
boxes provide a clean environment for laid eggs and 
facilitate gathering them. Again, there are no hard and 
fast rules for nest box construction. Commercial boxes 
are available from various retail sources, or you may 
construct your own.  

• Nest box height and width should be 12 to 15 
inches (30 to 38 cm); depth should be at least 12 
inches (30 cm).

• One nest box is required for each four to five 
hens. Place nest boxes no less than 18 inches (46 
cm) above the floor.

• A front panel, 4 to 6 inches (10 to 15 cm) high, 
is necessary to provide seclusion and keep eggs 
from rolling out of the nest.

• Maintain at least 2 to 3 inches of clean dry 
shavings in each nest box to reduce egg 
breakage and to minimize number of soiled 
eggs.

• A perch may be attached to each box to facilitate 
access, running parallel to the front of the box 
and located 6 to 8 inches out. 

Don’t Forget the Water 
Remember, the nutrient consumed in the greatest 

quantity by a chicken is water. A direct relationship 
exists between the amount of water a chicken drinks and 
the amount of feed consumed. If inadequate water is 

available, not only will chickens decrease eating, but 
there will also be a negative effect on egg production 
and growth.
 . 

Figure 3. Example of a nest box design. 

Although types and designs of drinkers vary, the 
fact that fresh clean water must be present at all times 
should never be forgotten. Fountain-type drinkers have 
the advantage of being affordable and easily moved 
around; however, because the reservoir holds only a 
finite quantity of water, it is necessary to watch carefully 
that they don’t become empty. 

Figure 4. Chicks shown drinking from a 1 gallon fountain-
type waterer. 

• Water should be changed frequently in order to 
prevent bacterial growth, over-warming (in 
summer), or freezing (in winter).  

• A fountain-type drinker commonly available in 
most feed stores will hold 1 gallon of water. 
Each drinker will provide enough daily water for 
12 to 15 adult chickens during cool weather and 
6 to 12 during hot weather.  

• Always provide at least two or three additional 
drinkers in excess of the estimated water 



3

consumption for the number of birds in the 
chicken house. This provides a buffer for a short 
term water supply in the event of spillage or 
leakage. It also offers an opportunity for the 
more timid birds in the flock to satisfy their 
water needs without competing with more 
aggressive individuals for drinker space.  

• When planning number of drinkers to place in 
the chicken house, consider that in cool weather 
each adult chicken will consume about 0.05 to 
0.08 gallon per day; in hot weather, 0.08 to 0.16 
gallon per day. 

Feed Quality Is Important 
• Feed quality will affect feed consumption. 

Ensure that the feed is not stale, rancid, or 
moldy.  

• Immediately remove obviously moldy, rancid 
smelling or any other questionable feed. Such 
feed will, at best, not be eaten; and at worst, 
cause disease or nutritional deficiencies if 
consumed.

• Purchase feed as fresh as possible. Vitamins will 
start to degrade if finished feed is stored for 
prolonged periods. Plan your schedule so that 
new feed is purchased at least every 2 months. 

• Always store feed away from heat, moisture, and 
direct sunlight. Protect from rodents.

 Feeder Styles 
Feeders come in a wide array of sizes and 

designs from egg carton lids for starting newly hatched 
chicks to sophisticated automatic adult feeding systems. 
Trough feeders are usually used to start off young 
chicks. Bucket feeders of various sizes are popular and 
appropriate for both growing and adult chickens. The 
advantage of bucket feeders is that they can store a few 
days’ worth of feed, thereby alleviating daily hand 
feeding; however, care must be taken not to let old feed 
accumulate in them and become stale and moldy. Clean 
and brush them out often. Use the appropriate size of 
bucket feeder for the class of poultry being raised. Using 
too large of feeders with chicks will prevent them from 
being able to reach the feed. Also chicks might get 
inside the lip of the feeder and not be able to get back 
out. Feeders with too narrow of a lip for adult birds will 
cause excessive spilling and wasted feed. 

• Feeders should be raised off the ground, and 
generally positioned level with the mid to upper 
breast region of the chickens being fed.  

• A good rule of thumb is to allow 1 linear inch of 
feeder space per chick and 2 to 3 linear inches 
per adult chicken.  

• Always keep feeders in an area where it is 
protected from moisture, wild animals, and free 
flying birds, preferably inside the chicken house. 

• Purchase feed from a reliable commercial feed 
manufacturer.

• It’s OK to let your chickens forage around for 
bugs and greens, but always provide them access 
to the appropriate type of formulated balanced 
feed as well. Totally “free-ranged” poultry will 
rarely be able to consume a proper balance and 
quantity of nutrients necessary for their 
maximum rate of meat and egg production. 

Figure 5. Example of one type of feeder commonly used to 
start chicks. 

Feed Consumption Guidelines 
There is great variation in feed consumption 

patterns of chickens depending on breed, feed source and 
environmental conditions. The following information, 
however, serves as a guide for feeding large fowl breeds 
of poultry. 

Meat-type strains (Commercial-type broilers, 
roasters, “Cornish-Rock” crosses) 
0-2 weeks. . . . . . . . . .  22-24% protein chick starter 
2-4 weeks. . . . . . . . . .  20-21% protein grower 
4 weeks to market . . .     18-20% protein finisher* 

Layer strains (Commercial-type leghorns, brown egg 
layers)
0 to 6 weeks. . . . . . . .  20-21% protein chick starter 
6 weeks to prior to 
egg production . . . . . .  16-19% protein pullet grower 

or developer 
At onset of egg 
production. . . . . . . . .  16-18% protein layer diet** 

Dual-purpose breeds (Plymouth Rock, Rhode Island 
Red, New Hampshire, etc.) 
0 to 6 weeks. . . . . . . .  20-21% protein chick starter 
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6 weeks to prior to 
egg production. . . . .  15-19% protein pullet grower 

or developer 
At onset of egg 
production . . . . . . . . .  16-18% protein layer diet** 

*These recommendations are based on common 
protein levels for feeds available in most local feed 
stores. It is assumed that the finished feed is balanced for 
energy, vitamins, and minerals in relation to specific 
protein content. 

**Do not feed a layer diet to chickens not in egg 
production (too high in calcium). 

Varmint Control 
Maintain a rodent control program around the 

poultry house. When building the floor, integrating 
heavy gauge wire mesh beneath the subflooring is 
recommended to discourage entrance of predators and 
other varmints. Cover windows and vent openings with 
good quality poultry wire to keep out birds. Make sure 
doors and windows fit tightly. Caulk and seal all cracks 
and crevices. Small rodents can gain entry through holes 
the size of a nickel or quarter. Keep the poultry house 
locked to discourage theft and uninvited visitors. 

Figure 6. House mouse. Average litter size is six and one 
female can have up to eight litters per year. Average range 
is 15 to 30 feet. A mouse can last longer without water than 
a camel. (Photo from KoreanRodent_pm39-HouseMouse.) 

Lighting
Laying hens require at least 14 hours of light to 

maintain good egg production. Most experts recommend 
16 hours of light per 24 hour period. Artificial lights 
wired into a timer will accomplish this during fall and 
winter, when daylight is decreasing. Decreasing daylight 
will cause hens to quit laying and go into a molt. 

Egg Production
Hens do not need roosters present to produce 

eggs. Increasing day length, not the presence of males, is 
what stimulates egg production. A rule of thumb is that 
four to five hens will supply two to four eggs per day 
during their production cycle. Pullets (young females) 
reach sexual maturity and are capable of laying eggs 

when about 5 to 7 months of age; however, this can vary 
considerably depending on breed and strain of chicken. 

Molting
Molting is a natural process that chickens go 

through. It is nothing more than a resting part of the 
physiological cycle of birds. During the molt the hen 
will go out of egg production and lose feathers. Under 
natural conditions, this occurs in the fall or winter. 
However, modern layer strains have been bred to 
maintain high egg production over a long period. 
Therefore, you may find your flock laying eggs and 
losing feathers at the same time. The laying cycle causes 
the feathers to become worn and broken. After the molt, 
the hens will have a new covering of feathers. Hens 
generally produce fewer eggs with each molt. Eggshell 
strength may also be reduced with each subsequent molt. 

Be a Good Neighbor 
• Chickens do not respect property lines. Keep 

your chickens enclosed and confined to your 
property. 

• Properly dispose of used poultry litter. In many 
instances, used litter can be incorporated into the 
garden soil or composted; however, improper 
composting or storage may create excessive 
odor and fly problems. Proper composting 
requires careful management of moisture, 
aeration, and temperature. 

• Although in most circumstances chickens pose a 
relatively low risk of giving disease to humans, 
there are a few infections that can be transmitted 
back and forth. Proper care and handling of eggs 
and processing of poultry carcasses are critical 
to avoid problems.  

• The commercial poultry industry  is  a 
significant and vital part of the agricultural 
economy of the U.S. It is important that these 
flocks be protected from serious diseases that 
would adversely affect each one of us. Small 
backyard flocks if not properly managed, might 
significantly increase the probability of disease 
exposure to the commercial industry.  

• Past history has shown that diseases such as 
exotic Newcastle disease (END) can occur in the 
small flock poultry community. The discovery 
of END would have devastating economic 
consequences from death loss as well as the loss 
of trade with other countries. 
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Figure 7. Always think about what you can do to protect 
your own birds and your neighbor’s birds from disease. 

ENJOY! 
 Poultry raising can be an inexpensive and 
fulfilling hobby and pastime. Good wishes in embarking 
on this exciting opportunity! 
 For additional information contact your county 
Extension agent or Extension poultry specialist. 
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promote; demote; terminate; discriminate in compensation; or 
discriminate regarding terms, privileges, or conditions of 
employment, against any person otherwise qualified. 
Employees and students also cannot discriminate in the 
classroom, residence halls, or in on/off campus, USU 
sponsored events and activities. 
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Housing Backyard Chickens 
David D. Frame, DVM, Extension Poultry Specialist 

Owning a small flock of chickens is increasing in 
popularity, particularly in areas where local ordinances 
prohibit larger domestic animals, but allow for birds 
and/or small animals. Chickens not only furnish a ready 
source of home-grown meat and eggs, but also provide 
great pleasure as exhibition stock and even as pets. The 
purpose of this fact sheet is to give an overview of basic 
housing principles for small flocks of chickens. 

Objectives
 Reasons for providing proper housing facilities for 
chickens include: 

Protection from predators; 
Protection from rain, snow, and other 
inclement weather; 
Protection from excessive heat and cold 
(i.e,. moderation of extreme temperature 
changes); and 
Provision of feed and water space and 
nesting facilities. 

General Considerations 
 Chickens are very adaptable and no single best way 
exists to house them. Creative architectural construction 
may even be considered in building a “designer” chicken 
house in order to enhance the backyard landscape. 
Regardless of ultimate design, the following practical 
considerations should be observed. The building must: 

Be large enough for proper air circulation 
(i.e. ventilation) but small enough to keep 
from getting too cold and drafty in winter; 
Allow 1.5 to 2.0 ft2 (0.14 to 0.19 m2) floor 
space per adult chicken; 
Provide easy access to feed and water; and 
Provide nesting areas for hens in egg 
production. 

Building Design 
 As previously mentioned, workable designs of 
chicken houses are highly variable and may even be 
extremely decorative in some cases. Many sites are 
available on the Web and in reference books that may 
help you in designing your facility. A few selected 
resources are listed here. 

House design:
o “How to Raise Chickens” by Christine 

Heinrichs. Voyageur Press. 2007. 
o ISBN-13: 978-0-7603-2828-6 
o Virginia Cooperative Extension: 

http://www.ext.vt.edu/pubs/poultry/facts
heets/designs.html

o University of Minnesota: 
http://www.ansci.umn.edu/poultry/resou
rces/housing_small-scale.htm

o Appropriate Technology Transfer for 
Rural Areas (Range poultry housing): 
http://ceplacer.ucdavis.edu/files/46820.p
df

o The Bantam Roost, “A Small Hen 
House”:
http://www.geocities.com/Heartland/Pla
ins/4175/henhouse.html

Energy management and solar heating 
concepts:

o http://www.ces.purdue.edu/extmedia/AE
/AE-99.html

Ventilation Basics 
 In order to provide a comfortable building for 
chickens, it is necessary to keep in mind a few basic 
concepts regarding ventilation: 



Warm air rises and cooler air, being 
heavier, settles to the floor. Adequate air 
circulation and exchange is necessary to 
keep different air temperatures from 
stratifying and air from becoming stale. 
Warm air holds more moisture than cold 
air. For every 18°F (10°C) increase in air 
temperature, its water-holding capacity 
doubles. This concept is important in 
managing potential moisture buildup, 
particularly in well-insulated, tightly-sealed 
chicken houses. 
Ventilation needs in summer are different 
than in winter. During summer, warm stale 
air must be removed, allowing fresh air to 

enter and circulate. During cold seasons, 
only enough cold outside air should be 
allowed in for adequate air exchange. It is 
preferred to bring this air in from near the 
roof of the building which allows it to 
warm as it drops towards the floor. This 
colder air will warm (by the birds’ own 
body heat and/or with additional heaters) 
and pick up moisture. A method must be 
available to vent this air from the building 
allowing the cycle to continue. (Refer to 
Figures 1 and 2 for summer and winter 
ventilation concepts.) 

Figure 1. Concept of summertime ventilation. 

Figure 2. Concept of wintertime ventilation. 

In small chicken houses, these factors can generally 
be sufficiently controlled without employing power 
ventilation (i.e. fans). The judicious and well-placed use 
of windows and vents will usually suffice. During 
summer, natural convection and/or gentle breezes will 
usually be adequate to drive air out the upper vents, or 
cupola, and bring in fresh air through windows or lower 
vent openings. Place upper vent openings on the side 
opposite of wind direction (i.e. leeward side). 

Perches
 Although not mandatory, it is usually a good idea to 
provide perches for your chickens. Perches will allow 

birds to stay off the floor – particularly as they roost at 
night. Most breeds seem to enjoy spending time on 
perches. Manure will tend to accumulate in greatest 
concentration under the roost area, thereby helping to 
keep the rest of the bedding material in the house 
cleaner. A good rule of thumb is to allow 6 to 10 inches 
(15 to 25 cm) of linear perch space for each chicken 
housed.
 Perches should be located in an area of the house 
that will not interfere with daily chores such as feeding, 
watering, and egg gathering. Construct the perches so 
they are removable or are hinged for lifting out of the 
way for easier cleanout of manure. It is worth the extra 
effort to build them right in the beginning – it will save 



you a lot of time and effort during house cleanup. 
Perches should not be more than about 3 feet (0.9 m) off 
the ground; otherwise, there may be an increased 
tendency to bruise feet or cause egg rupture as the hens 
mount the roost. Plan at least 12 inches (30 cm) 
clearance under the perches; final height and dimensions 
will depend on individual building design and 
convenience of being able to clean out the manure 
underneath them. 
 Any suitable building material may be used to 
construct perches: 2 x 2 inch (5 x 5 cm) material with 
rounded tops is ideal. Space the perch bars 14 inches (36 
cm) apart. 

Nest Boxes 
 Nest boxes are essential furnishings of any hen 
house because she will seek a secluded place to lay her 
eggs. Properly constructed and maintained nest boxes 
provide a clean environment for laid eggs and facilitate 
gathering them. Also, nests make it easier to identify and 
remove “broody” hens. (A broody hen is one that has 
ceased laying eggs and desires to raise a clutch of chicks. 
She will remain in the nest box for prolonged periods, 
become territorial, and not allow entry of other hens 
needing to lay eggs.) 

Again, there are no hard and fast rules for nest box 
construction. Commercial boxes are available from 
various retail sources or you may wish to construct your 
own. Nest box height and width should be 12 to 15 
inches (30 to 38 cm); depth should be least 12 inches (30 
cm). Figure 3 illustrates a generic nest box design that is 
functional for most applications. 

One next box is required for each four to five 
hens.
Place nest boxes no less than 18 inches (46 cm) 
off the floor. 
A front panel, 4 to 6 inches (10 to 15 cm) high, 
is necessary to provide seclusion and keep eggs 
from rolling out of the nest. 
A perch may be attached to each box, running 
parallel to the front of the box and located 6 to 8 
inches out, to facilitate access. 

Figure 3. Generic nest box design. 

Predator Control 
Maintain a rodent control program around 
the poultry house. An excellent fact sheet 
on rodent control is found at 
http://osuextra.okstate.edu/pdfs/F-
8207web.pdf
When building the floor, integrate heavy-
gauge wire mesh beneath the subflooring to 
discourage entrance of predators. 
Cover windows and vent openings with 
good quality poultry wire to keep out birds. 
Make sure doors and windows fit tight. 
Caulk and seal all cracks and crevices. 
Small rodents can gain entry through holes 
the size of a nickel or quarter. 
 Keep the poultry house locked to 
discourage theft and uninvited visitors.  

Additional Housing Considerations 
Allow adequate space within the structure 
for feeders and waterers. (Feeding and 
watering equipment not discussed in this 
fact sheet.) 
Position equipment for ease of cleaning, 
egg gathering, and general upkeep. 
Before beginning to build, consider 
anticipated high/low temperatures, potential 
snow load, other environmental conditions, 
and local ordinances. 
For specific recommendations in your area, 
contact your local county agent or 
Extension poultry specialist.  
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Considerations in Raising Small
Backyard Flocks of Poultry in Population-dense 

Communities
David D. Frame, DVM, Diplomate ACPV 

Extension Poultry Specialist 

During these times of economic challenge many 
people are considering raising a few chickens in the 
backyard to augment their food supply. This has 
raised numerous questions ranging from how to feed 
chickens to addressing local animal-keeping 
ordinances. Often, the answers are a work in progress 
for many communities. The following considerations 
should be taken into account. 

Science-based Education Is Critical 

Be cautious of advice from self-proclaimed “experts” 
or people with informal training who attempt to fill a 
perceived educational niche. Many would-be poultry 
raisers are novices or first time owners. Learning how 
to do things correctly from qualified science-based 
sources is paramount in order to be successful. 
Optimal decision-making must be based on facts – not 
hearsay or folktales. Utah State University 
Cooperative Extension offers research-based 
education in small flock poultry raising. County 
agents and an Extension poultry specialist are 
available to educate groups and community leaders in 
poultry health and management issues. Fact sheets are 
also available on line: 
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/
AG_Poultry_2008-01pr.pdf
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/
AG_Poultry_2008-02pr.pdf
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/
AG_Poultry_Health_Biosecurity_01.pdf

Effects on the Economy 

The commercial poultry industry contributes a 
significant and vital part to the agricultural economy 
of the U.S. Anything that jeopardizes the viability of 
this industry also jeopardizes the economic health of 
Utah. It is important that these commercial flocks be 
protected from serious diseases that would decimate 
this sector of Utah’s economy. An upsurge in number 
of small backyard flocks, particularly if not properly 
managed, might significantly increase the probability 
of disease exposure to the commercial industry. Past 
history has shown that diseases such as exotic 
Newcastle disease (END) can become present in the 
small flock poultry community. Exotic Newcastle 
disease can cause tremendous poultry death in both 
the small backyard flocks and in large commercial 
poultry operations. The discovery of END, for 
example, will have devastating economic 
consequences from death loss as well as the loss of 
trade with other countries.

Community Impacts 

The local community may experience unanticipated 
impacts from an abrupt unregulated increase in 
backyard poultry keeping. Any potential undesirable 
repercussions can be minimized through recognition 
and well thought out planning to ensure that all remain 
good neighbors. 



Noise: Hens are quieter than roosters. There are no 
practical or humane methods to “de-crow” a male 
fowl. It takes experience and knowledge to properly 
identify the gender of young chicks. Your local farm 
implement store may not be able to provide this 
service reliably when chicks are purchased. Be 
prepared to cull roosters as the chicks mature. Hens do 
not need a rooster present in order to lay eggs. 

Mixing of species. It is extremely risky to raise 
multiple species of poultry and waterfowl on the same 
premises – particularly if there is chance of exposure 
to wild birds. This is how many deadly poultry 
diseases get started, such as END or avian influenza 
(“bird flu”). 

Zoning. Some municipalities do not allow the raising 
of poultry or have strict ordinances that restrict this 
activity. Check with your city or county office to 
determine if there are specific regulations or 
restrictions that might preclude keeping poultry on 
your property. Along with city or county ordinances, 
some communities or subdivisions have rules or 
“covenants” that restrict the raising of poultry. Be sure 
to check if your domicile is in one of these.  

Animal control. Chickens are no respecters of 
property lines. They are prone to wander at will into 
neighbors’ yards and gardens. Remember chickens 
can also fly. To minimize the impact on neighbors, 
enclosures should be considered that properly restrain 
poultry and confine them to your property.  

Animal waste. In many instances, used chicken litter 
can be incorporated into the garden soil or composted; 
however, improper composting or storage may create 
excessive odor and fly problems. Proper composting 
requires careful management of moisture, aeration, 
and temperature. Allowing chickens to superficially 
scratch through a pile of manure is not sufficient for 
optimal composting to occur for a number of reasons. 
There are many Extension publications from various 
universities addressing the issue of general 
composting techniques. These should be thoroughly 
perused during any decision-making process. 

Disposal of deceased and spent fowl. It is important 
to realize that chickens have a relatively short life 
span. The productive life of a hen is about three to 
five years. Baby chicks soon grow up to be adult 
chickens and adult chickens end up as old chickens. 
Community leaders need to seriously address the issue 
of bird disposal. Do local ordinances allow birds to be 

buried on the premises or composted on-site or taken 
to the landfill? 

Human health. Although in most circumstances 
chickens pose a relatively low risk of giving disease to 
humans, there are a few that can be transmitted back 
and forth. Proper care and handling of eggs and 
processing of poultry carcasses are critical to avoid 
problems. Appropriate disposal of dead birds and used 
litter are also important. 

 Mice thrive in areas where chicken feed is improperly 
stored and excessive spillage occurs. Rats could 
become a problem in excessively wet areas or where 
water leaks occur. Feed should never be sprinkled into 
the litter or floor of poultry houses. This only 
encourages rodents to hang around the coops. Feed is 
to be properly dispensed in hanging hoppers that limit 
access to marauding rodents. Also, unused feed should 
be stored in closed containers in a cool area. A rodent 
control program of bait feeding and/or trapping should 
be mandatory in addition to all other precautions. 

Animal Welfare 

Proper care and feeding. It is imperative that poultry 
owners learn and implement proper care of their birds. 
Inhumane practices such as denying poultry access to 
water or a protected coop during hot days or during 
inclement and cold weather are intolerable. Many 
would-be poultry owners may never have raised 
chickens or farm animals before. They may not realize 
what the proper care and feeding of poultry entails. 
Birds are to be provided with a proper diet at all times 
and not left to fend for themselves. Enough space 
must be provided to adequately accommodate the 
number of birds kept. This is where appropriate 
science-based education becomes indispensible. 

Enforcement of noncompliance. If some type of 
local poultry permitting program is practiced, will 
there be sufficient funds and personnel to carry out the 
program? Does the community have the adequate 
resources and personnel to deal with people who 
break the rules or handle poultry in cruel or inhumane 
ways? 

Protection from predators and disease. Chickens 
are to be enclosed in a coop at night to protect them 
from predators. Although the debate could go on ad
infinitum as to what the optimal construction should 
be, common sense is usually adequate. Doors should 
tightly close, glass or strong plastic windows should 
be used, and a solid floor should be in place. Periodic 



inspection around the coop will indicate if varmints 
are trying to enter. Then take care of the varmint 
problem. 

Outside runs need to be covered with good quality 
wire or roofing that will keep out wild birds and keep 
the chickens inside. Many people might find this a 
serious inconvenience, but it is imperative! Wild birds 
can carry diseases that could kill their birds or set up a 
reservoir of infection that could get into the area’s 
commercial poultry industry with devastating 
consequences. This is a risk that any responsible 
community governing body should not take. The 
satisfactory demonstration of properly enclosed and 
restrained chickens should be a mandatory 
requirement in any permitting process. 

Disease transmission. Chicks must be purchased 
from sources certifying that they are free from specific 
diseases. Certain species of poultry can carry 

organisms that may do little harm to them but could 
cause devastating disease in another species. Mixing 
of species, such as ducks and chickens or chickens 
and turkeys increases the potential infection and 
spread of avian influenza (bird flu). Raising chickens 
and turkeys together could cause devastating disease 
in the turkeys. It is important to understand the nature 
of poultry diseases and how to deal with them. 
Contact your local veterinarian or Extension poultry 
specialist for further information on disease 
transmission and optimal biosecurity practices. 

Visit these Web sites for other important information: 
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/factsheet/A
G_poultry_2005-01.pdf
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/birdbiosecu
rity/
http://ag.utah.gov/divisions/animal/health/index.html#
avianHealth
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Handling Baby Poultry 
David D. Frame, USU Extension Poultry Specialist 

Kerry A. Rood, USU Extension Veterinarian 

With an increase in backyard poultry raising, and 
even keeping poultry as pets, it is necessary to keep 
in mind proper health concerns in handling baby 
poultry. Chickens, ducks, geese, turkeys, peafowl, 
and game birds can harbor and transmit certain 
agents that might infect people. This fact sheet will 
review practices that will help minimize the chance 
for disease transmission between you and your 
poultry.

Diseases transmissible from animals to humans are 
known as zoonotic diseases. Poultry are not unique 
in carrying organisms that can potentially cause 
illness to people. There are over 860 known 
zoonotic diseases; poultry have been known to 
harbor at least 20 of these. Thankfully they occur 
rarely or not at all in recent times.  

The following are guidelines that will minimize the 
chance of acquiring illness from baby poultry. 

Always purchase chicks and poults from a National 
Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) certified 
hatchery. Reputable feed stores and poultry 
suppliers make sure they sell only young poultry 
originating from NPIP certified sources. This 
assures that the birds arrive free of certain poultry-
specific diseases that could weaken the young birds 
and allow the acquisition of other infectious agents 
that could be transmissible to human beings.  

Good husbandry practices are essential for keeping 
the young healthy. Remember that chicks cannot 
generate enough body heat to keep themselves 
warm. This is the reason in nature the mother hen 
keeps her young close to her body. If the hen is not 
available, we must assume the role of providing 
sufficient heat. This process is called brooding. The 
brooding period, before the young can grow 
feathers and generate sufficient body heat, lasts 
about 4 weeks for most poultry species. A heat 
source, such as a gas poultry brooder stove or 
infrared heat lamp, is necessary during this period. 
Generally, chicks should be kept in an environment 
that allows a temperature gradient between 115°F to 
85°F for the first few days. The temperature should 
be decreased by about 5°F each week thereafter. 
Ensuring enough space underneath (or around) 
artificial heat sources will allow chicks to find and 
move to temperature zones as needed. 



Place the chicks on a clean bedding source, such as 
pine or cedar shavings. The bedding will absorb 
moisture and feces thereby helping to keep harmful 
organisms away from the chicks. Quickly remove 
any caking of litter and add additional clean dry 
bedding as necessary. Bedding and litter should be 
removed and the area disinfected between groups of 
baby poultry. 

Use good quality feed – preferably feed formulated 
professionally from a reputable manufacturer. 
Certain disease organisms, most commonly 
Salmonella or E. coli, can be harbored in feed if 
high quality ingredients are not used or if the feed is 
not handled properly. Keep feed off the ground in 
properly constructed and elevated troughs or 
buckets. Rodents and other vermin are attracted to 
chicken feed. Store the feed in such a way that 
scavengers cannot gain access. Feed only enough at 
a time for the chicks to reasonably consume within 
a day or two. Chick feed exposed to the elements 
can lose its nutrient value and spoil. 

If feasible, wear disposable exam gloves when 
handling chicks. Wash hands thoroughly with soap 
and water after finishing, being especially careful to 
remove all dirt and debris. Alcohol-based or other 
effective hand sanitizers should be applied after 
washing.

After chicks are moved out of the brooder, properly 
dispose of the used litter by approved local 
methods. An ideal way to use the litter is to 
compost it and apply to the home garden. There are 
excellent publications that teach how to properly 

compost backyard wastes, and poultry litter can be a 
part of this process.

Poultry keeping can be a source of pleasure in 
addition to providing a ready source of eggs and 
meat. It must be emphasized that most zoonotic 
poultry diseases are not common enough to 
discourage the enthusiastic pursuit of this 
interesting pastime. Proper handling of chicks will 
enhance that pleasure by helping to keep both you 
and your chicks healthy.
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Although the magnitude of economic value is usually
much less in small standard-bred poultry operations compared to
multimillion-dollar commercial chicken or turkey companies,
there are still many reasons to protect your investment. Value is
not always measured in simple dollar terms.

As exhibition poultry producers, you have put much time and effort into your enterprise.
Coops and pens have been built, breeder stock purchased, incubation and brooding arrangements
made. Much time is spent daily feeding, watering and preparing birds for show. What about the
countless hours spent at the shows, not to mention travel time back and forth?

Clearly, serious thought should be given to protecting your own flock as well as those of
fellow exhibitors. With this in mind, let’s look at a few basic principles that will help you remain
disease free.

THE UNTOUCHABLES
 1. Viruses, bacteria, and other disease-causing organisms do not think rationally. Plain and

simply, these organisms are out to survive with no thought of the suffering imposed on
others.

 2. You can’t break even the simplest  biosecurity principle without being in danger of
reaping the consequences.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES
1. Know your enemy. Learn how disease is spread and propagated. Know where and how

disease organisms live. Contact your Extension veterinarian or poultry specialist for
specific information.

2. Do not visit neighbors’ flocks or hatcheries unless absolutely necessary.
3. Always consider your own chickens as potential disease-carriers and everyone else’s

chickens the same.
4. “Cleanliness is next to godliness.” Keep facilities clean and tidy. Get rid of trash, old

feed spills, and hiding places that may harbor rodents and predators.
5. Keep birds in a comfortable environment. Provide adequate ventilation, heat, and clean

bedding. Particularly avoid ammonia buildup and extreme temperature fluctuations. In a



nutshell, just put yourself in your birds’ position: If you had to live where they live, is
there anything that would make you uncomfortable? If so, chances are high that your
chickens would be uncomfortable, too. Fix it.

COMMON SENSE
Practicing good biosecurity is mainly just a matter of following general sanitary

principles. First, visit youngest to oldest as you feed and water during your daily routine.
Second, wash hands with an antibacterial product between visits to groups of birds. Third,
change into clean clothes before visiting other poultry flocks or fellow exhibitors, and change
clothes again before you return to your own chickens. Fourth, wash and disinfect boots or shoes
before entering any area where chickens or other domestic poultry are housed; wash and
disinfect again upon leaving the premises. Fifth, keep your birds in a clean, comfortable
environment that is protected from wild birds, insects, rodents, and potential predators, such as
dogs, cats, skunks, or raccoons.

Constantly practice correct biosecurity principles until they become an unconscious habit
– much like we become accustomed to the “rules of the road” as a driver, or proper gun safety
techniques as a hunter. Following proper biosecurity practices is akin to providing adequate
insurance and preventive measures to protect your home and family. Theft and illness may still
occur, but the likelihood of having a serious economic disaster is greatly reduced. 
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RULES OF THUMB
1. NEVER take a bird you would not be willing to sacrifice to a show!

2. NEVER bring home a bird from a show and put it directly back into the
 flock!  (Quarantine for 2-3 weeks)

3. NEVER purchase a bird from an unknown or unreliable source.

4. NEVER purchase a bird if you are unsure of its health status.

5. NEVER sell a bird if you are unsure of its health status.
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Backyard Flocks of Poultry in Population-dense 
Communities 
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During these times of economic challenge many 
people are considering raising a few chickens in the 
backyard to augment their food supply. This has 
raised numerous questions ranging from how to feed 
chickens to addressing local animal-keeping 
ordinances. Often, the answers are a work in progress 
for many communities. The following considerations 
should be taken into account. 
 
Science-based Education Is Critical  
 
Be cautious of advice from self-proclaimed “experts” 
or people with informal training who attempt to fill a 
perceived educational niche. Many would-be poultry 
raisers are novices or first time owners. Learning how 
to do things correctly from qualified science-based 
sources is paramount in order to be successful. 
Optimal decision-making must be based on facts – not 
hearsay or folktales. Utah State University 
Cooperative Extension offers research-based 
education in small flock poultry raising. County 
agents and an Extension poultry specialist are 
available to educate groups and community leaders in 
poultry health and management issues. Fact sheets are 
also available on line: 
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/
AG_Poultry_2008-01pr.pdf 
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/
AG_Poultry_2008-02pr.pdf  

Effects on the Economy  
 
The commercial poultry industry contributes a 
significant and vital part to the agricultural economy 
of the U.S. Anything that jeopardizes the viability of 
this industry also jeopardizes the economic health of 
Utah. It is important that these commercial flocks be 
protected from serious diseases that would decimate 
this sector of Utah’s economy. An upsurge in number 
of small backyard flocks, particularly if not properly 
managed, might significantly increase the probability 
of disease exposure to the commercial industry. Past 
history has shown that diseases such as exotic 
Newcastle disease (END) can become present in the 
small flock poultry community. Exotic Newcastle 
disease can cause tremendous poultry death in both 
the small backyard flocks and in large commercial 
poultry operations. The discovery of END, for 
example, will have devastating economic 
consequences from death loss as well as the loss of 
trade with other countries.  
 
Community Impacts  
 
The local community may experience unanticipated 
impacts from an abrupt unregulated increase in 
backyard poultry keeping. Any potential undesirable 
repercussions can be minimized through recognition 
and well thought out planning to ensure that all remain 
good neighbors. 
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/

AG_Poultry_Health_Biosecurity_01.pdf 

http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/AG_Poultry_2008-01pr.pdf
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/AG_Poultry_2008-02pr.pdf
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/publication/AG_Poultry_Health_Biosecurity_01.pdf


 Noise: Hens are quieter than roosters. There are no 
practical or humane methods to “de-crow” a male 
fowl. It takes experience and knowledge to properly 
identify the gender of young chicks. Your local farm 
implement store may not be able to provide this 
service reliably when chicks are purchased. Be 
prepared to cull roosters as the chicks mature. Hens do 
not need a rooster present in order to lay eggs. 
  
Mixing of species. It is extremely risky to raise 
multiple species of poultry and waterfowl on the same 
premises – particularly if there is chance of exposure 
to wild birds. This is how many deadly poultry 
diseases get started, such as END or avian influenza 
(“bird flu”). 
 
Zoning. Some municipalities do not allow the raising 
of poultry or have strict ordinances that restrict this 
activity. Check with your city or county office to 
determine if there are specific regulations or 
restrictions that might preclude keeping poultry on 
your property. Along with city or county ordinances, 
some communities or subdivisions have rules or 
“covenants” that restrict the raising of poultry. Be sure 
to check if your domicile is in one of these.  
 
Animal control. Chickens are no respecters of 
property lines. They are prone to wander at will into 
neighbors’ yards and gardens. Remember chickens 
can also fly. To minimize the impact on neighbors, 
enclosures should be considered that properly restrain 
poultry and confine them to your property.  
 
Animal waste. In many instances, used chicken litter 
can be incorporated into the garden soil or composted; 
however, improper composting or storage may create 
excessive odor and fly problems. Proper composting 
requires careful management of moisture, aeration, 
and temperature. Allowing chickens to superficially 
scratch through a pile of manure is not sufficient for 
optimal composting to occur for a number of reasons. 
There are many Extension publications from various 
universities addressing the issue of general 
composting techniques. These should be thoroughly 
perused during any decision-making process. 
 
Disposal of deceased and spent fowl. It is important 
to realize that chickens have a relatively short life 
span. The productive life of a hen is about three to 
five years. Baby chicks soon grow up to be adult 
chickens and adult chickens end up as old chickens. 
Community leaders need to seriously address the issue 
of bird disposal. Do local ordinances allow birds to be 

buried on the premises or composted on-site or taken 
to the landfill? 
 
Human health. Although in most circumstances 
chickens pose a relatively low risk of giving disease to 
humans, there are a few that can be transmitted back 
and forth. Proper care and handling of eggs and 
processing of poultry carcasses are critical to avoid 
problems. Appropriate disposal of dead birds and used 
litter are also important. 
 
 Mice thrive in areas where chicken feed is improperly 
stored and excessive spillage occurs. Rats could 
become a problem in excessively wet areas or where 
water leaks occur. Feed should never be sprinkled into 
the litter or floor of poultry houses. This only 
encourages rodents to hang around the coops. Feed is 
to be properly dispensed in hanging hoppers that limit 
access to marauding rodents. Also, unused feed should 
be stored in closed containers in a cool area. A rodent 
control program of bait feeding and/or trapping should 
be mandatory in addition to all other precautions. 
 
Animal Welfare  
 
Proper care and feeding. It is imperative that poultry 
owners learn and implement proper care of their birds. 
Inhumane practices such as denying poultry access to 
water or a protected coop during hot days or during 
inclement and cold weather are intolerable. Many 
would-be poultry owners may never have raised 
chickens or farm animals before. They may not realize 
what the proper care and feeding of poultry entails. 
Birds are to be provided with a proper diet at all times 
and not left to fend for themselves. Enough space 
must be provided to adequately accommodate the 
number of birds kept. This is where appropriate 
science-based education becomes indispensible. 
 
Enforcement of noncompliance. If some type of 
local poultry permitting program is practiced, will 
there be sufficient funds and personnel to carry out the 
program? Does the community have the adequate 
resources and personnel to deal with people who 
break the rules or handle poultry in cruel or inhumane 
ways? 
 
Protection from predators and disease. Chickens 
are to be enclosed in a coop at night to protect them 
from predators. Although the debate could go on ad 
infinitum as to what the optimal construction should 
be, common sense is usually adequate. Doors should 
tightly close, glass or strong plastic windows should 
be used, and a solid floor should be in place. Periodic 



inspection around the coop will indicate if varmints 
are trying to enter. Then take care of the varmint 
problem. 
 
Outside runs need to be covered with good quality 
wire or roofing that will keep out wild birds and keep 
the chickens inside. Many people might find this a 
serious inconvenience, but it is imperative! Wild birds 
can carry diseases that could kill their birds or set up a 
reservoir of infection that could get into the area’s 
commercial poultry industry with devastating 
consequences. This is a risk that any responsible 
community governing body should not take. The 
satisfactory demonstration of properly enclosed and 
restrained chickens should be a mandatory 
requirement in any permitting process. 
 
Disease transmission. Chicks must be purchased 
from sources certifying that they are free from specific 
diseases. Certain species of poultry can carry 

organisms that may do little harm to them but could 
cause devastating disease in another species. Mixing 
of species, such as ducks and chickens or chickens 
and turkeys increases the potential infection and 
spread of avian influenza (bird flu). Raising chickens 
and turkeys together could cause devastating disease 
in the turkeys. It is important to understand the nature 
of poultry diseases and how to deal with them. 
Contact your local veterinarian or Extension poultry 
specialist for further information on disease 
transmission and optimal biosecurity practices. 
 
Visit these Web sites for other important information: 
http://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/factsheet/A
G_poultry_2005-01.pdf 
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/birdbiosecu
rity/  
http://ag.utah.gov/divisions/animal/health/index.html#
avianHealth 
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Basics for Raising Backyard Chickens 
 

David D. Frame, DVM, Diplomate ACPV 
Utah State University Extension Poultry Specialist 

 
 

This fact sheet is constructed to be used by local 
municipalities for training or as an evaluation tool in the 
permitting process for allowing poultry keeping in 
population-dense settings. It also serves as a condensed 
review of basic poultry keeping practices. 

Backyard chicken keeping is increasing in 
popularity. There are many reasons for this. Perhaps it is 
to have a ready source of eggs and meat, or as a 
backyard help in pest control, or perhaps it is just 
because they are fun to watch. Whatever the reason, 
chickens can be a great source of enjoyment if properly 
managed and given appropriate care. 

 
  

 
Figure 1. Hens enjoy the spring breeze. 

 
Get Your Chicks Off to a Good Start 

Baby poultry cannot generate enough heat to 
sustain themselves. That is the reason the mother hen 
keeps the young under her wings. The process of getting 
chicks off to a good start is called brooding. The 
brooding period is roughly the first 3 to 4 weeks of a 
chick’s life. By then, most breeds are fully feathered and 
can generate enough heat on their own to get by. 

 

Basic needs for brooding chicks are: 
 

• Heat source, such as a 250 watt infrared light. 
Keep a temperature gradient from 110°F under 
the heat source to 84°F at edge of brooder ring.  
Decrease temperature about 5°F each week. 
However, if chicks appear too cold or hot, adjust 
accordingly.   

• Clean water. 
• Good quality chick starter feed. 
• Clean litter (pine or cedar shavings are 

recommended). 
• A circular confined area to keep the chicks from 

wandering away from the heat source. 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Example of a brooder ring. 

 
Housing 

Chickens are very adaptable and no single best 
way exists to house them. Creative architectural 
construction may even be considered in building a 
“designer” chicken house in order to enhance the 
backyard landscape. Regardless of ultimate design, the 
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following practical considerations should be observed. 
The building must: 

• Be large enough for proper air circulation (i.e., 
ventilation), but small enough to keep from 
getting too cold and drafty in winter; 

• Allow 1.5 to 2.0 ft2 (0.14 to 0.19 m2) floor space 
per adult chicken; 

• Provide easy access to feed and water; and 
• Provide nesting areas for hens in egg production. 

 
Perches 

Although not mandatory, it is usually a good 
idea to provide perches for the chickens. Perches will 
allow birds to stay off the floor – particularly as they 
roost at night. Most breeds seem to enjoy spending time 
on perches. Manure will tend to accumulate in greatest 
concentration under the roost area, thereby helping to 
keep the rest of the bedding material in the house 
cleaner. A good rule of thumb is to allow 6 to 10 inches 
(15 to 25 cm) of linear perch space for each chicken 
housed. 
 
Nest Boxes 

Nest boxes are essential furnishings of any 
hen house because she will seek a secluded place to lay 
her eggs. Properly constructed and maintained, nest 
boxes provide a clean environment for laid eggs and 
facilitate gathering them. Again, there are no hard and 
fast rules for nest box construction. Commercial boxes 
are available from various retail sources, or you may 
construct your own.  

• Nest box height and width should be 12 to 15 
inches (30 to 38 cm); depth should be at least 12 
inches (30 cm).  

• One nest box is required for each four to five 
hens. Place nest boxes no less than 18 inches (46 
cm) above the floor.  

• A front panel, 4 to 6 inches (10 to 15 cm) high, 
is necessary to provide seclusion and keep eggs 
from rolling out of the nest.  

• Maintain at least 2 to 3 inches of clean dry 
shavings in each nest box to reduce egg 
breakage and to minimize number of soiled 
eggs. 

• A perch may be attached to each box to facilitate 
access, running parallel to the front of the box 
and located 6 to 8 inches out. 

 
Don’t Forget the Water 

Remember, the nutrient consumed in the greatest 
quantity by a chicken is water. A direct relationship 
exists between the amount of water a chicken drinks and 
the amount of feed consumed. If inadequate water is 

available, not only will chickens decrease eating, but 
there will also be a negative effect on egg production 
and growth. 
 . 

 
Figure 3. Example of a nest box design. 

 
 

Although types and designs of drinkers vary, the 
fact that fresh clean water must be present at all times 
should never be forgotten. Fountain-type drinkers have 
the advantage of being affordable and easily moved 
around; however, because the reservoir holds only a 
finite quantity of water, it is necessary to watch carefully 
that they don’t become empty. 
 
  

 
Figure 4. Chicks shown drinking from a 1 gallon fountain-

type waterer. 
 

• Water should be changed frequently in order to 
prevent bacterial growth, over-warming (in 
summer), or freezing (in winter).  

• A fountain-type drinker commonly available in 
most feed stores will hold 1 gallon of water. 
Each drinker will provide enough daily water for 
12 to 15 adult chickens during cool weather and 
6 to 12 during hot weather.  

• Always provide at least two or three additional 
drinkers in excess of the estimated water 
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consumption for the number of birds in the 
chicken house. This provides a buffer for a short 
term water supply in the event of spillage or 
leakage. It also offers an opportunity for the 
more timid birds in the flock to satisfy their 
water needs without competing with more 
aggressive individuals for drinker space.  

• When planning number of drinkers to place in 
the chicken house, consider that in cool weather 
each adult chicken will consume about 0.05 to 
0.08 gallon per day; in hot weather, 0.08 to 0.16 
gallon per day. 

 
Feed Quality Is Important 

• Feed quality will affect feed consumption. 
Ensure that the feed is not stale, rancid, or 
moldy.  

• Immediately remove obviously moldy, rancid 
smelling or any other questionable feed. Such 
feed will, at best, not be eaten; and at worst, 
cause disease or nutritional deficiencies if 
consumed.  

• Purchase feed as fresh as possible. Vitamins will 
start to degrade if finished feed is stored for 
prolonged periods. Plan your schedule so that 
new feed is purchased at least every 2 months. 

• Always store feed away from heat, moisture, and 
direct sunlight. Protect from rodents. 

 
 Feeder Styles 

Feeders come in a wide array of sizes and 
designs from egg carton lids for starting newly hatched 
chicks to sophisticated automatic adult feeding systems. 
Trough feeders are usually used to start off young 
chicks. Bucket feeders of various sizes are popular and 
appropriate for both growing and adult chickens. The 
advantage of bucket feeders is that they can store a few 
days’ worth of feed, thereby alleviating daily hand 
feeding; however, care must be taken not to let old feed 
accumulate in them and become stale and moldy. Clean 
and brush them out often. Use the appropriate size of 
bucket feeder for the class of poultry being raised. Using 
too large of feeders with chicks will prevent them from 
being able to reach the feed. Also chicks might get 
inside the lip of the feeder and not be able to get back 
out. Feeders with too narrow of a lip for adult birds will 
cause excessive spilling and wasted feed. 

• Feeders should be raised off the ground, and 
generally positioned level with the mid to upper 
breast region of the chickens being fed.  

• A good rule of thumb is to allow 1 linear inch of 
feeder space per chick and 2 to 3 linear inches 
per adult chicken.  

• Always keep feeders in an area where it is 
protected from moisture, wild animals, and free 
flying birds, preferably inside the chicken house. 

• Purchase feed from a reliable commercial feed 
manufacturer. 

• It’s OK to let your chickens forage around for 
bugs and greens, but always provide them access 
to the appropriate type of formulated balanced 
feed as well. Totally “free-ranged” poultry will 
rarely be able to consume a proper balance and 
quantity of nutrients necessary for their 
maximum rate of meat and egg production. 

 

 
Figure 5. Example of one type of feeder commonly used to 

start chicks. 
 
Feed Consumption Guidelines 

There is great variation in feed consumption 
patterns of chickens depending on breed, feed source and 
environmental conditions. The following information, 
however, serves as a guide for feeding large fowl breeds 
of poultry. 

 
Meat-type strains (Commercial-type broilers, 
roasters, “Cornish-Rock” crosses) 
0-2 weeks. . . . . . . . . .  22-24% protein chick starter 
2-4 weeks. . . . . . . . . .  20-21% protein grower 
4 weeks to market . . .     18-20% protein finisher* 
 
Layer strains (Commercial-type leghorns, brown egg 
layers) 
0 to 6 weeks. . . . . . . .  20-21% protein chick starter 
6 weeks to prior to 
egg production . . . . . .  16-19% protein pullet grower 

or developer 
At onset of egg 
production. . . . . . . . .  16-18% protein layer diet** 
 
Dual-purpose breeds (Plymouth Rock, Rhode Island 
Red, New Hampshire, etc.) 
0 to 6 weeks. . . . . . . .  20-21% protein chick starter 
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6 weeks to prior to 
egg production. . . . .  15-19% protein pullet grower 

or developer 
At onset of egg 
production . . . . . . . . .  16-18% protein layer diet** 
 

*These recommendations are based on common 
protein levels for feeds available in most local feed 
stores. It is assumed that the finished feed is balanced for 
energy, vitamins, and minerals in relation to specific 
protein content. 

**Do not feed a layer diet to chickens not in egg 
production (too high in calcium). 

 
 
Varmint Control 

Maintain a rodent control program around the 
poultry house. When building the floor, integrating 
heavy gauge wire mesh beneath the subflooring is 
recommended to discourage entrance of predators and 
other varmints. Cover windows and vent openings with 
good quality poultry wire to keep out birds. Make sure 
doors and windows fit tightly. Caulk and seal all cracks 
and crevices. Small rodents can gain entry through holes 
the size of a nickel or quarter. Keep the poultry house 
locked to discourage theft and uninvited visitors. 
 

 
Figure 6. House mouse. Average litter size is six and one 
female can have up to eight litters per year. Average range 
is 15 to 30 feet. A mouse can last longer without water than 
a camel. (Photo from KoreanRodent_pm39-HouseMouse.) 

 
 
Lighting 

Laying hens require at least 14 hours of light to 
maintain good egg production. Most experts recommend 
16 hours of light per 24 hour period. Artificial lights 
wired into a timer will accomplish this during fall and 
winter, when daylight is decreasing. Decreasing daylight 
will cause hens to quit laying and go into a molt. 

 
Egg Production 

Hens do not need roosters present to produce 
eggs. Increasing day length, not the presence of males, is 
what stimulates egg production. A rule of thumb is that 
four to five hens will supply two to four eggs per day 
during their production cycle. Pullets (young females) 
reach sexual maturity and are capable of laying eggs 

when about 5 to 7 months of age; however, this can vary 
considerably depending on breed and strain of chicken. 
 
Molting  

Molting is a natural process that chickens go 
through. It is nothing more than a resting part of the 
physiological cycle of birds. During the molt the hen 
will go out of egg production and lose feathers. Under 
natural conditions, this occurs in the fall or winter. 
However, modern layer strains have been bred to 
maintain high egg production over a long period. 
Therefore, you may find your flock laying eggs and 
losing feathers at the same time. The laying cycle causes 
the feathers to become worn and broken. After the molt, 
the hens will have a new covering of feathers. Hens 
generally produce fewer eggs with each molt. Eggshell 
strength may also be reduced with each subsequent molt. 
 
Be a Good Neighbor 

• Chickens do not respect property lines. Keep 
your chickens enclosed and confined to your 
property. 

• Properly dispose of used poultry litter. In many 
instances, used litter can be incorporated into the 
garden soil or composted; however, improper 
composting or storage may create excessive 
odor and fly problems. Proper composting 
requires careful management of moisture, 
aeration, and temperature. 

• Although in most circumstances chickens pose a 
relatively low risk of giving disease to humans, 
there are a few infections that can be transmitted 
back and forth. Proper care and handling of eggs 
and processing of poultry carcasses are critical 
to avoid problems.  

• The commercial poultry industry  is  a 
significant and vital part of the agricultural 
economy of the U.S. It is important that these 
flocks be protected from serious diseases that 
would adversely affect each one of us. Small 
backyard flocks if not properly managed, might 
significantly increase the probability of disease 
exposure to the commercial industry.  

• Past history has shown that diseases such as 
exotic Newcastle disease (END) can occur in the 
small flock poultry community. The discovery 
of END would have devastating economic 
consequences from death loss as well as the loss 
of trade with other countries. 
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Figure 7. Always think about what you can do to protect 
your own birds and your neighbor’s birds from disease. 
 
ENJOY! 
 Poultry raising can be an inexpensive and 
fulfilling hobby and pastime. Good wishes in embarking 
on this exciting opportunity! 
 For additional information contact your county 
Extension agent or Extension poultry specialist. 
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BIOSECURITY PRINCIPLES:
PROTECTING YOUR INVESTMENT 

               

     
      David D. Frame, DVM, Extension Poultry Specialist

USU Turkey Research Center, Ephraim, UT 84627

Reviewed June 2010 

Although the magnitude of economic value is usually
much less in small standard-bred poultry operations compared to
multimillion-dollar commercial chicken or turkey companies,
there are still many reasons to protect your investment. Value is
not always measured in simple dollar terms.

As exhibition poultry producers, you have put much time and effort into your enterprise.
Coops and pens have been built, breeder stock purchased, incubation and brooding arrangements
made. Much time is spent daily feeding, watering and preparing birds for show. What about the
countless hours spent at the shows, not to mention travel time back and forth?

Clearly, serious thought should be given to protecting your own flock as well as those of
fellow exhibitors. With this in mind, let’s look at a few basic principles that will help you remain
disease free.

THE UNTOUCHABLES
 1. Viruses, bacteria, and other disease-causing organisms do not think rationally. Plain and

simply, these organisms are out to survive with no thought of the suffering imposed on
others.

 2. You can’t break even the simplest  biosecurity principle without being in danger of
reaping the consequences.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES
1. Know your enemy. Learn how disease is spread and propagated. Know where and how

disease organisms live. Contact your Extension veterinarian or poultry specialist for
specific information.

2. Do not visit neighbors’ flocks or hatcheries unless absolutely necessary.
3. Always consider your own chickens as potential disease-carriers and everyone else’s

chickens the same.
4. “Cleanliness is next to godliness.” Keep facilities clean and tidy. Get rid of trash, old

feed spills, and hiding places that may harbor rodents and predators.
5. Keep birds in a comfortable environment. Provide adequate ventilation, heat, and clean

bedding. Particularly avoid ammonia buildup and extreme temperature fluctuations. In a



nutshell, just put yourself in your birds’ position: If you had to live where they live, is
there anything that would make you uncomfortable? If so, chances are high that your
chickens would be uncomfortable, too. Fix it.

COMMON SENSE
Practicing good biosecurity is mainly just a matter of following general sanitary

principles. First, visit youngest to oldest as you feed and water during your daily routine.
Second, wash hands with an antibacterial product between visits to groups of birds. Third,
change into clean clothes before visiting other poultry flocks or fellow exhibitors, and change
clothes again before you return to your own chickens. Fourth, wash and disinfect boots or shoes
before entering any area where chickens or other domestic poultry are housed; wash and
disinfect again upon leaving the premises. Fifth, keep your birds in a clean, comfortable
environment that is protected from wild birds, insects, rodents, and potential predators, such as
dogs, cats, skunks, or raccoons.

Constantly practice correct biosecurity principles until they become an unconscious habit
– much like we become accustomed to the “rules of the road” as a driver, or proper gun safety
techniques as a hunter. Following proper biosecurity practices is akin to providing adequate
insurance and preventive measures to protect your home and family. Theft and illness may still
occur, but the likelihood of having a serious economic disaster is greatly reduced. 

Utah State University is committed to providing an environment free from harassment and other forms of
illegal discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age (40 and older), disability, and veteran’s
status. USU’s policy also prohibits discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in employment and academic
related practices and decisions.

Utah State University employees and students cannot, because of race, color, religion, sex, national origin,
age, disability, or veteran’s status, refuse to hire; discharge; promote; demote; terminate; discriminate in
compensation; or discriminate regarding terms, privileges, or conditions of employment, against any person otherwise 
qualified. Employees and students also cannot discriminate in the classroom, residence halls, or in on/off
campus, USU-sponsored events and activities.

This publication is issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work. Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914,
in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Noelle E. Cockett, Vice President for Extension and
Agriculture, Utah State University. (AG/Poultry/Health/Biosecurity/01)

RULES OF THUMB
1. NEVER take a bird you would not be willing to sacrifice to a show!

2. NEVER bring home a bird from a show and put it directly back into the
 flock!  (Quarantine for 2-3 weeks)

3. NEVER purchase a bird from an unknown or unreliable source.

4. NEVER purchase a bird if you are unsure of its health status.

5. NEVER sell a bird if you are unsure of its health status.
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Handling Baby Poultry 
 

David D. Frame, USU Extension Poultry Specialist 
Kerry A. Rood, USU Extension Veterinarian 

 
 
With an increase in backyard poultry raising, and 
even keeping poultry as pets, it is necessary to keep 
in mind proper health concerns in handling baby 
poultry. Chickens, ducks, geese, turkeys, peafowl, 
and game birds can harbor and transmit certain 
agents that might infect people. This fact sheet will 
review practices that will help minimize the chance 
for disease transmission between you and your 
poultry. 
 
Diseases transmissible from animals to humans are 
known as zoonotic diseases. Poultry are not unique 
in carrying organisms that can potentially cause 
illness to people. There are over 860 known 
zoonotic diseases; poultry have been known to 
harbor at least 20 of these. Thankfully they occur 
rarely or not at all in recent times.  
 

The following are guidelines that will minimize the 
chance of acquiring illness from baby poultry. 
 
Always purchase chicks and poults from a National 
Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) certified 
hatchery. Reputable feed stores and poultry 
suppliers make sure they sell only young poultry 
originating from NPIP certified sources. This 
assures that the birds arrive free of certain poultry-
specific diseases that could weaken the young birds 
and allow the acquisition of other infectious agents 
that could be transmissible to human beings.  
 
Good husbandry practices are essential for keeping 
the young healthy. Remember that chicks cannot 
generate enough body heat to keep themselves 
warm. This is the reason in nature the mother hen 
keeps her young close to her body. If the hen is not 
available, we must assume the role of providing 
sufficient heat. This process is called brooding. The 
brooding period, before the young can grow 
feathers and generate sufficient body heat, lasts 
about 4 weeks for most poultry species. A heat 
source, such as a gas poultry brooder stove or 
infrared heat lamp, is necessary during this period. 
Generally, chicks should be kept in an environment 
that allows a temperature gradient between 115°F to 
85°F for the first few days. The temperature should 
be decreased by about 5°F each week thereafter. 
Ensuring enough space underneath (or around) 
artificial heat sources will allow chicks to find and 
move to temperature zones as needed. 
 



Place the chicks on a clean bedding source, such as 
pine or cedar shavings. The bedding will absorb 
moisture and feces thereby helping to keep harmful 
organisms away from the chicks. Quickly remove 
any caking of litter and add additional clean dry 
bedding as necessary. Bedding and litter should be 
removed and the area disinfected between groups of 
baby poultry. 
 
Use good quality feed – preferably feed formulated 
professionally from a reputable manufacturer. 
Certain disease organisms, most commonly 
Salmonella or E. coli, can be harbored in feed if 
high quality ingredients are not used or if the feed is 
not handled properly. Keep feed off the ground in 
properly constructed and elevated troughs or 
buckets. Rodents and other vermin are attracted to 
chicken feed. Store the feed in such a way that 
scavengers cannot gain access. Feed only enough at 
a time for the chicks to reasonably consume within 
a day or two. Chick feed exposed to the elements 
can lose its nutrient value and spoil. 
 
If feasible, wear disposable exam gloves when 
handling chicks. Wash hands thoroughly with soap 
and water after finishing, being especially careful to 
remove all dirt and debris. Alcohol-based or other 
effective hand sanitizers should be applied after 
washing. 
 
After chicks are moved out of the brooder, properly 
dispose of the used litter by approved local 
methods. An ideal way to use the litter is to 
compost it and apply to the home garden. There are 
excellent publications that teach how to properly 

compost backyard wastes, and poultry litter can be a 
part of this process.  
 
Poultry keeping can be a source of pleasure in 
addition to providing a ready source of eggs and 
meat. It must be emphasized that most zoonotic 
poultry diseases are not common enough to 
discourage the enthusiastic pursuit of this 
interesting pastime. Proper handling of chicks will 
enhance that pleasure by helping to keep both you 
and your chicks healthy.  
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Housing Backyard Chickens 
 

David D. Frame, DVM, Extension Poultry Specialist 
 

Owning a small flock of chickens is increasing in 
popularity, particularly in areas where local ordinances 
prohibit larger domestic animals, but allow for birds 
and/or small animals. Chickens not only furnish a ready 
source of home-grown meat and eggs, but also provide 
great pleasure as exhibition stock and even as pets. The 
purpose of this fact sheet is to give an overview of basic 
housing principles for small flocks of chickens. 
 
Objectives 
 Reasons for providing proper housing facilities for 
chickens include: 

• Protection from predators; 
• Protection from rain, snow, and other 

inclement weather; 
• Protection from excessive heat and cold 

(i.e,. moderation of extreme temperature 
changes); and 

• Provision of feed and water space and 
nesting facilities. 

 
General Considerations 
 Chickens are very adaptable and no single best way 
exists to house them. Creative architectural construction 
may even be considered in building a “designer” chicken 
house in order to enhance the backyard landscape. 
Regardless of ultimate design, the following practical 
considerations should be observed. The building must: 

• Be large enough for proper air circulation 
(i.e. ventilation) but small enough to keep 
from getting too cold and drafty in winter; 

• Allow 1.5 to 2.0 ft2 (0.14 to 0.19 m2) floor 
space per adult chicken; 

• Provide easy access to feed and water; and 
• Provide nesting areas for hens in egg 

production. 

Building Design 
 As previously mentioned, workable designs of 
chicken houses are highly variable and may even be 
extremely decorative in some cases. Many sites are 
available on the Web and in reference books that may 
help you in designing your facility. A few selected 
resources are listed here. 

• House design: 
o “How to Raise Chickens” by Christine 

Heinrichs. Voyageur Press. 2007. 
o ISBN-13: 978-0-7603-2828-6 
o Virginia Cooperative Extension: 

http://www.ext.vt.edu/pubs/poultry/facts
heets/designs.html 

o University of Minnesota: 
http://www.ansci.umn.edu/poultry/resou
rces/housing_small-scale.htm 

o Appropriate Technology Transfer for 
Rural Areas (Range poultry housing): 
http://ceplacer.ucdavis.edu/files/46820.p
df 

o The Bantam Roost, “A Small Hen 
House”: 
http://www.geocities.com/Heartland/Pla
ins/4175/henhouse.html 

 
• Energy management and solar heating 

concepts: 
o http://www.ces.purdue.edu/extmedia/AE

/AE-99.html  
 
 
Ventilation Basics 
 In order to provide a comfortable building for 
chickens, it is necessary to keep in mind a few basic 
concepts regarding ventilation: 

http://www.ext.vt.edu/pubs/poultry/factsheets/designs.html
http://www.ansci.umn.edu/poultry/resources/housing_small-scale.htm
http://www.geocities.com/Heartland/Plains/4175/henhouse.html
http://www.ces.purdue.edu/extmedia/AE/AE-99.html
http://ceplacer.ucdavis.edu/files/46820.pdf


• Warm air rises and cooler air, being 
heavier, settles to the floor. Adequate air 
circulation and exchange is necessary to 
keep different air temperatures from 
stratifying and air from becoming stale. 

• Warm air holds more moisture than cold 
air. For every 18°F (10°C) increase in air 
temperature, its water-holding capacity 
doubles. This concept is important in 
managing potential moisture buildup, 
particularly in well-insulated, tightly-sealed 
chicken houses. 

• Ventilation needs in summer are different 
than in winter. During summer, warm stale 
air must be removed, allowing fresh air to 

enter and circulate. During cold seasons, 
only enough cold outside air should be 
allowed in for adequate air exchange. It is 
preferred to bring this air in from near the 
roof of the building which allows it to 
warm as it drops towards the floor. This 
colder air will warm (by the birds’ own 
body heat and/or with additional heaters) 
and pick up moisture. A method must be 
available to vent this air from the building 
allowing the cycle to continue. (Refer to 
Figures 1 and 2 for summer and winter 
ventilation concepts.) 

 
 
 Figure 1. Concept of summertime ventilation. 

 

 
 

 
 Figure 2. Concept of wintertime ventilation. 
 

 
 

 
In small chicken houses, these factors can generally 

be sufficiently controlled without employing power 
ventilation (i.e. fans). The judicious and well-placed use 
of windows and vents will usually suffice. During 
summer, natural convection and/or gentle breezes will 
usually be adequate to drive air out the upper vents, or 
cupola, and bring in fresh air through windows or lower 
vent openings. Place upper vent openings on the side 
opposite of wind direction (i.e. leeward side). 

 
Perches 
 Although not mandatory, it is usually a good idea to 
provide perches for your chickens. Perches will allow 

birds to stay off the floor – particularly as they roost at 
night. Most breeds seem to enjoy spending time on 
perches. Manure will tend to accumulate in greatest 
concentration under the roost area, thereby helping to 
keep the rest of the bedding material in the house 
cleaner. A good rule of thumb is to allow 6 to 10 inches 
(15 to 25 cm) of linear perch space for each chicken 
housed. 
 Perches should be located in an area of the house 
that will not interfere with daily chores such as feeding, 
watering, and egg gathering. Construct the perches so 
they are removable or are hinged for lifting out of the 
way for easier cleanout of manure. It is worth the extra 
effort to build them right in the beginning – it will save 



you a lot of time and effort during house cleanup. 
Perches should not be more than about 3 feet (0.9 m) off 
the ground; otherwise, there may be an increased 
tendency to bruise feet or cause egg rupture as the hens 
mount the roost. Plan at least 12 inches (30 cm) 
clearance under the perches; final height and dimensions 
will depend on individual building design and 
convenience of being able to clean out the manure 
underneath them. 
 Any suitable building material may be used to 
construct perches: 2 x 2 inch (5 x 5 cm) material with 
rounded tops is ideal. Space the perch bars 14 inches (36 
cm) apart. 
 
Nest Boxes 
 Nest boxes are essential furnishings of any hen 
house because she will seek a secluded place to lay her 
eggs. Properly constructed and maintained nest boxes 
provide a clean environment for laid eggs and facilitate 
gathering them. Also, nests make it easier to identify and 
remove “broody” hens. (A broody hen is one that has 
ceased laying eggs and desires to raise a clutch of chicks. 
She will remain in the nest box for prolonged periods, 
become territorial, and not allow entry of other hens 
needing to lay eggs.) 

Again, there are no hard and fast rules for nest box 
construction. Commercial boxes are available from 
various retail sources or you may wish to construct your 
own. Nest box height and width should be 12 to 15 
inches (30 to 38 cm); depth should be least 12 inches (30 
cm). Figure 3 illustrates a generic nest box design that is 
functional for most applications. 

• One next box is required for each four to five 
hens.   

• Place nest boxes no less than 18 inches (46 cm) 
off the floor. 

• A front panel, 4 to 6 inches (10 to 15 cm) high, 
is necessary to provide seclusion and keep eggs 
from rolling out of the nest. 

• A perch may be attached to each box, running 
parallel to the front of the box and located 6 to 8 
inches out, to facilitate access. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Generic nest box design. 
 

 
 
Predator Control 

• Maintain a rodent control program around 
the poultry house. An excellent fact sheet 
on rodent control is found at 
http://osuextra.okstate.edu/pdfs/F-
8207web.pdf 

• When building the floor, integrate heavy-
gauge wire mesh beneath the subflooring to 
discourage entrance of predators. 

• Cover windows and vent openings with 
good quality poultry wire to keep out birds. 

• Make sure doors and windows fit tight. 
Caulk and seal all cracks and crevices. 
Small rodents can gain entry through holes 
the size of a nickel or quarter. 

•  Keep the poultry house locked to 
discourage theft and uninvited visitors.  

 
Additional Housing Considerations 

• Allow adequate space within the structure 
for feeders and waterers. (Feeding and 
watering equipment not discussed in this 
fact sheet.) 

• Position equipment for ease of cleaning, 
egg gathering, and general upkeep. 

• Before beginning to build, consider 
anticipated high/low temperatures, potential 
snow load, other environmental conditions, 
and local ordinances. 

• For specific recommendations in your area, 
contact your local county agent or 
Extension poultry specialist.  
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discharge; promote; demote; terminate; discriminate in compensation; or discriminate regarding terms, privileges, or conditions of employment, against any person 
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