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Anne Perdeaux started keeping chickens almost by accident when she was presented with a ready-made flock of twelve assorted hens and cockerels. After a lifetime’s experience with dogs and horses, Anne was quickly captivated by her new pets and set out to learn more about them. The chickens proved excellent instructors and became the inspiration for a number of articles published in Country Smallholding magazine. Anne’s practical observations and detailed research led to her writing regularly for Your Chickens magazine, where she is now part of a panel of experts answering readers’ questions. She lives with her husband in rural Wiltshire, where they keep a motley crew of free-range chickens and guinea-fowl.
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PREFACE
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Chickens are extremely addictive and, as with many addictions, it’s a gentle yet slippery slope.


‘Only a couple, just for fun,’ you think to yourself. ‘What harm can it do?’ Then before you can say ‘cock-a-doodle-do’, you are clucking to them, gossiping about them and waking up in a cold sweat worrying about foxes. Soon you will want more and more, realizing too late that you are now one of the millions of chicken addicts – there is no cure.


Well, you have been warned but if you are still determined then this book will help you to start keeping chickens. We will explore their strange and wonderful world, finding out what they need to make them happy – and happy hens lay eggs (sometimes).
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It’s not surprising that so many people keep chickens. These versatile creatures can be at home on a farm or in a small back garden. They make excellent family pets, requiring less attention than a dog, while being entertaining, productive and educational. For those seeking the ‘good life’, they are the obvious first step into keeping livestock.


For hundreds of years chickens have been valued all over the world – for their eggs, meat, fighting skills or simply their beauty. The chicken is now enjoying a renaissance and is also considered a desirable pet, competing with dogs, cats, rabbits and guinea pigs.


For those who have never kept chickens, this can be surprising. Chickens are often regarded as dull, brown egg-producing birds, or viewed neatly wrapped in the chiller cabinet. Useful, yes, but not necessarily what you would look for in a companion.


Yet chicken keepers quickly discover that there is more going on under all those feathers than you’d think. Chickens have complex social structures, are surprisingly intelligent and quickly demonstrate individual characters.


Although chickens have many endearing traits, most people start keeping them for their eggs. It’s very satisfying to be even a little self-sufficient; to stride past the egg shelves in the supermarket, knowing you have better and fresher ones at home.


If you grow vegetables, the addition of eggs from your hens can turn a simple meal into a feast – how about a salad from the garden to accompany a golden omelette, flecked with fresh herbs?


Coming down to earth, chicken manure is great on the vegetable garden, chickens can turn over the soil when a patch needs to be cleared, and you can feed the chickens some of your surplus vegetables. It’s a satisfying circle.


Maybe you are now itching to buy your first chickens, but before racing off to ‘Chickens-R-Us’, please read on a little further. Some careful planning will make the whole experience more enjoyable – for you and, most importantly, your new chickens.





CHAPTER ONE


Before Your Chickens Come Home To Roost
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Planning for Your First Chickens


It’s easy to buy a coop and chickens – and it’s also easy to make costly mistakes. Don’t hurry the process of acquiring your first chickens. Use this book as a guide and take some time to investigate all that will be required.
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Rules and regulations


Check there are no restrictions on keeping chickens, either in your house deeds, rental agreement or local by-laws. Even rural areas sometimes have regulations of these kinds. Chickens are usually considered as livestock, including those kept as pets. If in doubt, contact your local authority.


At present you only need to register with DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) if you keep more than fifty birds, including chickens, ducks, turkeys, guinea fowl, etc.


You might wish to speak to your neighbours about your intention to keep chickens. Some people love the idea – and some don’t. It’s better to calm any concerns they have at this stage rather than wait for a complaint.




Ten Chicken Myths


1. Hens won’t lay eggs without a cockerel


Unlike many birds, hens will lay eggs without a male being present.


2. Chickens attract mice and rats


Mice and rats are attracted by chicken feed – this should be cleared away at night and stored securely. Chickens will kill (and eat) mice!


3. Chickens smell


Given the correct conditions chickens produce little odour. If droppings are allowed to build up, they will smell very unpleasant and also affect the chickens’ health.


4. Chickens are noisy


Hens aren’t silent but usually confine themselves to gentle clucking unless startled. Some can make a racket when laying an egg, causing the other hens to start a chorus of encouragement, but unless kept in large numbers hens should cause little disturbance. Cockerels can be very noisy.


5. Chickens can be used to clear up household scraps


Feeding kitchen waste to chickens is now illegal in the UK.


6. Chickens spread disease


While there are a number of chicken diseases, very few of these are likely to be transmitted to humans. It’s always sensible to wash your hands after being in contact with any animal and to change clothing if necessary.


7. Chickens must be let out at dawn every morning


Chickens need to be let out but not necessarily at first light – at dawn the night-time predators will still be about. However, too much restriction of daylight can reduce egg production.


8. Chickens are vegetarians


Chickens are omnivores and enjoy eating meat (insects, slugs and snails) as well as vegetable matter.


9. Eggs are either brown or white


Eggs vary from pure white to dark chocolate, even blue or green – it depends on the breed of hen. The shell colour makes no difference to their nutritional value.


10. Eggs contain baby chickens


Infertile eggs will never hatch and even fertile eggs won’t develop unless incubated.
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Hens will lay eggs without a cockerel being present


Will chickens fit into your life?


Take a moment to reflect on your circumstances. Chickens are less trouble than many animals but they still require care and will take up your time.


As a bare minimum, you will need to ensure the chickens always have water and food. They must be safely shut away at night and let out in the morning. Their housing will need cleaning regularly and their health should be frequently monitored.


That is the minimum but there will be other jobs too. There will also be times when you have to drop everything and deal with something chicken-related.


Responsible chicken keeping


Once you establish a routine, caring for chickens is not difficult or laborious. They are fascinating creatures, and you may actually find it quite difficult to tear yourself away from them.


Still, you will probably want to take an occasional break, so before buying your chickens consider who will look after them when you go on holiday.


As with any animals, chickens must be treated responsibly. Apart from the moral issue, there may be complaints to welfare organizations if they are neglected.




The Five Freedoms


The Animal Welfare Act (2006) includes a duty of care for animals. All keepers must take reasonable steps to ensure they meet their animals’ welfare needs. These are the ‘Five Freedoms’ recommended by the Farm Animal Welfare Council:


• Freedom from hunger and thirst


• Freedom from discomfort


• Freedom from pain, injury or disease


• Freedom to express normal behaviour


• Freedom from fear and distress





How much will it cost?


Will chicken keeping pay off? Will you be able to recycle household scraps, turn them into eggs and become an egg-entrepreneur?


It’s not easy to make chickens pay for themselves. Your reward is more likely to be pride in your hens, the enjoyment of their company and the benefit of delicious eggs.


Chickens fed an unbalanced diet of scraps won’t produce many eggs, and in any case feeding kitchen waste to chickens has been illegal in Britain since the foot-and-mouth disease outbreak of 2001. You will need to buy feed for your hens and, taking the initial expenses into account, your eggs are unlikely to be particularly cheap.


Even so, chickens aren’t as costly as many animals to keep and the eggs are definitely a bonus.


If cost-effective chickens are your aim, you will need to manage them carefully, choosing only productive breeds and being prepared to take a firm line with any hens that aren’t pulling their weight in the egg-laying department.
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This book will set you on your way, but practical research is indispensable.


Try to make friends with a neighbouring poultry keeper – most chicken enthusiasts love chatting about their hobby. Perhaps you could offer to look after the chickens while the owner is away. This will provide useful experience and could even be the start of a ‘hen-sitting circle’.


It’s worth taking plenty of time to look at different types of chicken housing, comparing prices with quality and design (see Chapter 3). Country shows usually have poultry trade-stands as well as exhibitions of chickens, offering an excellent opportunity to browse and quiz the experts. Many animal feed stores also sell poultry equipment and staff are often able to provide advice. Chicken breeders, poultry shows and auctions are also well worth a visit.


Being prepared


Apparently people sometimes buy chickens on impulse, without having anywhere to keep them. I wouldn’t recommend this – it’s very stressful.


Due to a series of perfectly avoidable delays, our chicken house was erected only a couple of hours before the chickens were due – darkness was falling as the last screws were tightened. There was no time to waste, as we had bought the flock from a neighbour who was moving the next day. Twelve chickens were transferred into their new home in pitch blackness as the heavens opened. (Incidentally, I had originally planned to take only four, which shows how dangerously addictive chickens can be – even before they arrive.)
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Helping with your neighbour’s chickens will provide useful experience
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Country shows often have poultry stands and exhibitions
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Chickens can make good pets, becoming very tame and affectionate towards their owners while retaining a measure of independence. That is, they require care and enjoy human company but won’t pine if you leave them for a few hours. They’ll rush to meet you when you arrive home exhausted, and provide a soothing break from the day’s stresses and strains.


Watching chickens is very therapeutic – and they lay eggs too, which is more than can be said for most therapists.



Chickens and children



Children are usually fascinated by chickens and they are ideal children’s pets, giving an object lesson in where food comes from, as well as being companionable and fun.


Very young children enjoy watching chickens and helping to collect the eggs. Small fingers thrusting through the wire might receive an inquisitive peck, but nothing like the nip inflicted by the sharp teeth of a rabbit or guinea pig. Older children can easily learn to look after chickens, gaining a sense of achievement in supplying the family with eggs or selling the surplus to increase their pocket money.
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Most children love chickens . . .


[image: Image]


. . . and they make ideal pets




Nothing New About Keeping Pet Chickens


In the American Civil War, Confederate General Robert E. Lee had a hen called Nellie who laid an egg under his bunk every morning. She went missing after the Battle of Gettysburg, and the retreat was delayed while everyone searched for her. Only when she was found nesting happily in an ambulance wagon could the defeated soldiers pack up and go.


In the same war, the 3rd Tennessee Infantry Regiment had a pet rooster called Jake. During the Battle of Fort Donelson, the rooster encouraged the troops by screeching defiance at the enemy and accompanied them into prison when the fort was captured. Seven months later the regiment returned to Tennessee, where Jake received a hero’s welcome. He died soon afterwards and was given a military funeral. A portrait of him has now been restored and includes a brass plaque summarizing his military career.


There was also a chicken who learned to parachute – we’ll come to her later . . .
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• Check there are no restrictions on keeping chickens at your home


• Registration with DEFRA is voluntary unless you keep more than fifty birds


• Hens don’t need a cockerel to lay eggs


• Infertile eggs can’t hatch and fertile eggs only develop if incubated


• Good management will prevent smells and other problems


• Feeding kitchen waste to chickens is now illegal


• Chickens are omnivores


• Make sure you have time to look after chickens – you will be legally responsible for their welfare


• Consider what will happen when you are away from home


• Keeping chickens is fun – but they are unlikely to pay for themselves in eggs


• Find out as much as possible before buying any equipment or chickens


• Chickens make good pets and are fairly independent
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Quiz


How much have you found out about chickens already? Test yourself!


Question One


What do chickens eat?


(a) Nothing but meat


(b) Only vegetables


(c) Both meat and vegetable products


Question Two


Which of these statements is true?


(a) You don’t need to keep a cockerel for hens to lay eggs


(b) Chicken eggs are only brown or white


(c) All eggs have a baby chick inside


Question Three


How easy is it to keep chickens?


(a) They can be left to look after themselves


(b) Chickens need daily care


(c) Only farmers know how to keep chickens


Question Four


You’ve decided you want to keep chickens – what should you do first?


(a) Go out and buy some chickens


(b) Order a chicken house


(c) Find out as much as you can before buying anything


Question Five


Do chickens make good pets?


(a) No, they are very fierce


(b) Yes, they are usually friendly birds


(c) They aren’t safe around children


Answers


One (c); Two (a); Three (b); Four (c); Five (b)


Did you get all the right answers? Well done if you did!


Have another look at Chapter One if you’re not sure about anything.






Chicken Chat


How many times do we talk about chickens without even realizing it? What about: ‘He’s a real chicken!’? This is often used to describe someone cowardly because chickens tend to run away from danger. It’s rather unfair though, as some chickens can be very brave. In this chapter you read about Jake, the heroic rooster who fought in the American Civil War, and in Chapter 8 there’s the story of Myrtle, the skydiving chicken. Both chickens – but neither of them was ‘chicken’!
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Chicken Jokes


There are an amazing amount of chicken jokes around – here’s an old favourite, with a twist:


Why did the chicken run across the road?


Because there was a car coming!


Who tells the best chicken jokes?


Comedi-hens!


Something to do . . .


Do any of your friends keep chickens? Ask whether they enjoy having chickens at home and how they look after them.
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CHAPTER TWO


What Really Goes On at a Hen Party?
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Understanding Chicken Behaviour


Understanding chickens will help you decide how best to keep them – whether you have a small back garden or several acres.
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It’s becoming increasingly apparent that chickens are more intelligent than previously supposed – they can even be trained – and a new generation of chicken lovers are discovering an intriguing, often underestimated creature.


Although you won’t find chickens scratching complex mathematical equations in the dust, it soon becomes obvious that a flock consists of a variety of individuals living in an organized society. They have an early warning system to alert them to danger, communicate in a variety of different tones and display a structure to their daily lives. We have lost so much of our own instinctive behaviour that watching chickens can be a humbling experience.


A flock isn’t immediately created when a group of chickens are put together. First they must sort out their hierarchy.
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There’s more going on in here than you’d think!
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We even use the phrase ‘pecking order’ about ourselves, as in ‘Now he’s had a pay rise, he’s definitely top of the pecking order’.


This organization is fundamental to the social structure and safety of the flock. There will be a clear line of succession.


First comes the chief hen (although if you have a cockerel, he will automatically take the principal role – chickens don’t do political correctness). The chief hen will be first to eat and drink, seeing off any challenges with a swift, sharp peck. She will sleep on the highest perch, take precedence in the nest-box and enjoy the best dust-bath. With power comes responsibility and she will warn the others of danger, even going into battle on their behalf.


There will be a second hen and a third, and so on. The hen at the bottom of the pecking order will be last to eat, and roost on the lowest perch. If she steps out of line, there will be several senior hens to put her in her place!


Some chickens settle their pecking order without too much trouble but there can be some spectacular fights in a new flock before the leaders are established.


Understanding the significance of the pecking order helps in managing chickens, as well as making decisions about housing and breeds.


Changes to the pecking order


Once the pecking order has been resolved, peace will reign until the set-up of the flock is changed. If a bird has to be removed temporarily, she may lose her place and have to regain it. A sick bird will be picked on and may be expelled from the flock, which is why chickens don’t show ill-health easily.


Those lower down the pecking order sometimes grasp an opportunity to move up a place – perhaps if a higher bird is off-colour. This entails a challenge, which may or may not result in a change to the set-up.


Introducing new birds to an existing flock will precipitate a reshuffle with the accompanying fights for dominance.




Did You Know?


DNA tests have discovered chickens are the closest living descendents of the Tyrannosaurus Rex!





Once the chickens have sorted out their hierarchy, they will settle down to their favourite activity.
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No mistaking who’s boss – the pecking order provides social structure and security
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Put chickens in a wooded area and you will immediately see their jungle fowl ancestry. Turning over leaves to search for insects and grubs keeps them happily occupied all day. If a wood isn’t available, they will easily adapt to flowerbeds, gravel or lawn. They love to eat grass too – access to grass will provide eggs with the prized deep-yellow yolks.


Some breeds are particularly enthusiastic foragers and given enough space will almost feed themselves. These birds are great for free-ranging, but preferably not in immaculate gardens.


If grass is in short supply chickens will take whatever green stuff is available. A small garden can quickly look as if a plague of biblical proportions has passed through.


This doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice your garden to keep chickens happy. They can be contained in a static or movable run but will need some diversions to keep them from becoming bored.


When not eating, chickens need to spend time on their beauty routines – preening and dust-bathing are vital to their well-being.
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Turning over leaves to search for food is a favourite occupation
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While garden birds enjoy splashing in a bird-bath, chickens use dust to cleanse themselves and help control parasites. After a good long soak in a dust-bath, they spend hours preening their feathers until they are ready to again join the hen party.


If your chickens are confined to a run, you should provide a dust-bath (see Chapter 5). Free-range birds will find a patch of dry soil and make their own bath – it’s a remarkable process to watch.


The chicken starts by loosening soil with its beak and feet. A chickensized dip appears, becoming deeper as the bird wriggles down into it. Clouds of dust fly up as the chicken kicks its legs and shakes soil through its wings. After such a burst of activity, there’s a blissful rest (you’ll feel like providing a book and candles), with just the occasional shuffle to tip more dust into the feathers.


Several chickens may make dust-baths next to each other or they might make one big bath, like a feathery rugby team.


In the garden, these home improvements may not find favour with the head gardener. Supplying the chickens with a dust-bath can help avoid damage to the flowerbeds or lawn – although they may ignore it and do their own thing.


After bathing the chicken uses its beak to tidy and align each feather. A gland at the base of the tail supplies preen oil, which the chicken applies to condition and waterproof its feathers.


Now they have had a bath, eaten everything in sight and sorted out their social life, it’s time for the chickens to fulfil their side of the bargain.


[image: Image]


There’s nothing like a good dust-bath, especially with your friends!
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This useful trait has been exploited by humans for centuries, using selective breeding to increase egg production and extend the laying season.


All hens lay eggs but in varying quantities, according to their breed. Some only lay in spring and summer, while commercial layers are productive throughout the year.


Battery hens have been developed as egg producers and are kept in restricted conditions to ensure all their energy goes into laying eggs. Having just considered some of the chicken’s basic needs, you may be wondering about the very different existence of a battery hen.
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A battery cage




Battery Hens


In January 2012 European legislation outlawed cramped battery cages, in which most commercial laying hens lived out their short existence. These cages allowed very little freedom of movement and no possibility of expressing natural behaviour.


In the UK, at least, farmers have complied with the regulations and changed to ‘enriched cages’. Although still not ideal, these do allow the hens some potential to perch, scratch, nest and stretch.


The British Hen Welfare Trust (BHWT) encourages consumers to support British farmers, raising awareness of products made from imported eggs, which may have been laid by hens still kept in the old-style cages. Their ultimate aim is for all hens to have outdoor access. The BHWT also re-homes commercial hens that would otherwise be sent for slaughter when egg production declines after their first year of intensive laying (see Chapter 4).





In a domestic situation your chickens can enjoy a good quality of life and provide eggs as well. You will quickly notice the difference between eggs laid by your own contented hens and those produced commercially.


See Chapter 10 for more information on egg-laying.



Broody hens



Some hens are very keen to raise the next generation and will ‘go broody’ (see Chapter 13). This is useful if you want to hatch some chicks, but broody hens don’t lay eggs. Not all varieties of chicken go broody, so if eggs are important this should be considered when choosing a breed.


Egg-laying is hard work, and chickens need their rest, so:
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Those new to chickens sometimes worry that they will need rounding up at night, but once they know where their home is the chickens will troop into the henhouse and settle down like a group of unruly children. There might be a few arguments over who sits where, but then they will go to sleep. If you check on them with a torch, some may come to life and realize they don’t like their neighbours: ‘Ugh, I didn’t know it was you!’, peck-peck-peck.


The dark makes chickens sleepy – like throwing a cloth over a budgie’s cage – and they will be easy to pick up and handle. This is a good time to do anything that requires amenable chickens.


[image: Image]


‘Don’t think we’re asleep – it’s not dark yet!’


Although it may not look very comfortable, it’s better for chickens to roost on perches and they usually do so.


In the morning the chickens will emerge from their house – often in an order of precedence.
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Chickens don’t cope well with heat and are more likely to be distressed from overheating than from cold. If possible they will spend hot days under bushes and hedges – otherwise they should be provided with shade.
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Chickens need shelter and shade


Even so, chickens also enjoy sunbathing. They will stretch out, wings spread, looking rather peculiar. As long as they can retreat to the shade when necessary, there is no cause for concern.


Chickens often don’t return to their house, even in bad weather, so they should have some outdoor shelter or a windbreak to protect them from the elements.
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Many breeds are easy to tame and quickly become part of the family – some pet hens will happily sit on their owners’ laps.


There are also breeds that are shy or rather aloof. These will need more coaxing to make friends and might never enjoy being handled.


Hens are unlikely to attack humans, although interfering with a broody hen may result in an indignant peck, and a small child scattering corn could be unnerved by the enthusiastic stampede of a hungry flock.


Cockerels are a different story: some can be very aggressive. Generally a cockerel is likely to be more trouble than he is worth for the beginner (see Chapter 12).
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Be careful your dog isn’t a threat to the chickens . . .
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. . . but what about making sure your chickens don’t upset the dog?




Chickens and Other Animals


Make sure your chickens are not exposed to stress or danger from household and neighbourhood pets. Dogs pose a threat to poultry, although cats may be quickly put in their place – a friend found her hens scoffing the cat food while four cats watched in horror! Cats will take chicks, though, and very small chickens could also be at risk.


There are many chicken predators, but it’s a wild world and chickens are also fond of meat. Pet rabbits and guinea pigs should be kept separately from chickens, who may have a go at them, and tiny pets such as mice or reptiles won’t last long in the company of greedy chickens.


Farm animals may accidentally step on or kick chickens, but are unlikely to attack them, even when they help themselves from their feed buckets – although pigs have been known to eat unwary hens who venture into their pen.





Getting to know your chickens


Even when kept mainly for eggs, chickens can provide pleasure and interest for their owners. By getting to know your chickens you will quickly learn to recognize any odd behaviour or problems.


Whether as pets or livestock, keeping chickens is fun and rewarding. They will repay your care and attention in many ways, as well as providing delicious eggs. It’s not unusual for people to start keeping chickens for their eggs, only to find that they have also acquired some delightful pets.
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Chickens can get on with bigger animals
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• Consider chickens’ basic needs when deciding how you will keep them


• Establishing a pecking order is essential, but can result in fights


• Scratching and foraging is instinctive natural behaviour


• Dust-bathing is essential for healthy, happy chickens


• All hens lay eggs, but quantities vary according to breed
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Geese take precedence in the pecking order!


• Chickens naturally go to roost at dusk


• Darkness makes chickens sleepy and easy to handle
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