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DISCLAIMER


The advice contained in this book is intended as a general guide to those people considering keeping quail as a hobby and not for commercial purposes. The suggestions, hints and tips that constitute the bulk of this book are the combined result of many years practical experience by the authors and the anecdotal experiences of other hobbyists within the poultry community. The guidance contained herein is offered in good faith and with the intention of furthering your enjoyment of this fascinating hobby.


That said, this is an increasingly litigious age, and the authors and publishers are obliged to point out that they accept no responsibility for any loss or consequential loss, howsoever caused, as a result of following any of the advice contained in this book. In this respect all activity is undertaken entirely at your own risk. In all cases and without exception, anyone who does not feel suitably confident to attempt any or all of the practical activities outlined in this book should always seek the advice of a suitably qualified person(s) as directed in the relevant sections.






















PREFACE





The idea for this book came after several years experience of keeping quail as hobby breeders. What started in 2008 with four birds (three hens and a cock) and a small garden hutch, bought as a surprise present, then snowballed into a full-blown hobby and quickly saw four birds become twenty and then fifty and finally into a flock of over 200 birds. We were already experienced in keeping a few chickens at home, so we were not complete poultry virgins by any stretch of the imagination, but undoubtedly quail have their own peculiarities and foibles. Through a mix of trial and error, applied common sense and accumulated wisdom we were able to find out all about these fascinating little birds – keeping, breeding and selling both birds and eggs.


Keeping quail is becoming increasingly popular but more than one person has mentioned to us that ‘how to keep quail’ books were fairly thin on the ground, and we received a stream of emails and telephone calls from people asking about different aspects of the hobby. After consideration we decided that it would be interesting and informative for others to share our own experiences, practices and solutions, to help those of you who may be keen to get started or would just like to dip a toe into the water and see if the hobby is for you. As such this book is aimed equally at first-timers and more experienced keepers.


For those readers who have never kept poultry before, it can seem quite daunting at first and many people are probably put off at the first hurdle – but please be reassured that it is much easier to get started than you might think. Keeping quail can be as cheap, or as expensive, as you want to make it – but also be warned, it is addictive and once you really get into the hobby you will wonder how you ever had time to do anything else.


We wish you every success in your new venture into quail-keeping, whether you are dabbling for the first time or you are a returnee, and hope that you will find both the experience and this book equally rewarding, interesting and stimulating.




 





Sarah and Martin Barratt, August 2012






















INTRODUCTION





Quail are ideal birds to keep for the first time poultry keeper. They are amazing, plucky little birds whose small size belies their hardy nature. Unlike chickens quail do not take up much space, do not make much noise, or make much mess, and will happily rub along with all other garden dwellers – although, as with most forms of small poultry, they will need protecting from cats, dogs and corvids (rooks, crows and the odd sparrowhawk).
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A cock bird crowing








They are also extremely child-friendly, and your children will enjoy helping you look after your birds, feeding them, handling them and collecting the eggs from the quail house (or runs) every morning. Quail are also interesting characters in their own right – we also breed Pekin bantams and other breeds of chickens, but it is invariably the quail that people are most curious about when they visit – there is something about these little birds that people like and admire.


As a nation we seem on the verge of entering a new era of domestic poultry-keeping. In recent years there has been a move away from intensive rearing and farming to a much greener, bird welfare-friendly alternative. Television personalities and celebrities like Jimmy Doherty (Jimmy’s Farm) and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall (River Cottage TV series and books) have been instrumental in helping drive the current trend for keeping a few chickens at home and promoting the suburban smallholding – and good on them both for doing so. Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall in particular has done much to raise awareness of intensive poultry farming and has shown that there is a much more equitable way of treating livestock in general and poultry specifically – respecting the birds in their own right but also recognizing that they are a source of food, either as egg producers or as fresh meat.
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Texas A&M quail chick at two weeks.








HISTORICAL ROOTS


Keeping poultry at home used to be a national pastime in Britain. In 1943–44 the nation’s hen keepers were producing around 25 per cent of the country’s officially known supply of eggs as people looked to boost the supply of fresh food during the enforced austerity and shortages. By the end of the war the Domestic Poultry Keeper’s Council had over 1.2 million members owning 12 million birds.


Interest in keeping poultry gradually dropped off in the intervening years as the ready supply of factory-farmed chickens helped provide a cheap and convenient supply of both meat and eggs to fuel a growing economy. Also as residential building construction accelerated and gardens became smaller, keeping poultry gradually became the preserve of the country dweller and those with commercial interests in mind.


However, the trend has seen a reversal in recent years, and the nation’s appetite for keeping different types of poultry appears to have returned with renewed vigour. Many people now choose to keep a few birds in their back garden at home (or on other land that they have the use of) and as a consequence they enjoy fresh eggs and fresh meat on demand.


If you are thinking about keeping a few birds (which we are assuming is the reason why you are holding this book in your hands) then congratulations – you are about to embark on a hobby that will provide food for the mind as well as food for the table!


Before you get started, there are a few things to bear in mind, depending upon where you live and how many birds you wish to keep. It is worth doing some groundwork up front before you rush out to buy the various materials that you will need, and so it is worth briefly mentioning them here to provide an overview of what is involved.
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Three-week-old Japanese quail (hen).








LEGAL ASPECTS OF KEEPING POULTRY


In practice most people have the right to keep a small number of poultry in their garden(s) at home. However the official policy on this does seem to vary from borough to borough, and you are advised to check with your local environmental health officer on the specific policy regarding keeping poultry at home as there may be some localized restrictions.


You should also check with your solicitor, as the deeds of some properties can contain covenants that preclude the keeping of any form of livestock (including poultry) on your land. This is especially relevant if you are a tenant, live in a flat or housing complex and the proposed site for any birds is likely to be communal, shared space or an allotment.


Additionally you should be aware that since the aftermath of the HN51 (bird-flu) outbreak in the UK a few years ago you are now legally obliged to register your birds with DEFRA (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) if you have more than fifty head of poultry (and they suggest that you voluntary register if you have under fifty birds). Registration is very straightforward – you can either call the DEFRA helpline or visit their website for more information and latest guidelines.


Registration is a relative formality and you are unlikely to encounter any problems with your birds, but you should be aware that the penalties for not registering birds when legally obliged to can be severe – at the time of writing (August 2012) the maximum fine is £5000. One of the main benefits of registration is that, in the event of a disease outbreak, it will be much easier for the authorities to notify you and help you take steps to minimizethe risk of further contamination or spread of the disease. As well as HN51 the other poultry disease that is notifiable is Newcastle Disease –that is, you have a legal duty to inform the authorities following confirmation of the disease by your vet (see Chapter 4). Problems are very rare but it is always better to be safe than sorry.


Finally, before you begin keeping birds it is good practice to sound out your neighbours and discuss your intention to keep quail with them in case they have any specific reservations or concerns. If nothing else it gives you the opportunity to offer reassurance that your activity will not pose problems. In our experience the main concerns are that keeping birds will cause a noise nuisance or a smell or become a potential attractor of rats and other vermin, but as long as you maintain robust hygiene regimes you are unlikely to experience any major issues in this regard. Unless you are planning a huge venture it is likely that your neighbour(s) will be absolutely fine with your proposal, and the additional offer of a few fresh eggs from time to time also goes down well!






















CHAPTER 1


STARTING OUT





So you have decided that you would like to keep a few quail at home. You have checked out the lay of the land with your immediate neighbours and any local authorities, and now you are ready to make a start. Congratulations and welcome to the start of beginning of what promises to be a rewarding and stimulating hobby.


One of the great myths of keeping poultry is the perception that you need to live in the middle of the countryside with a vast acreage of land on which to keep your birds. If you are lucky enough to have your own country pile then you are fortunate, but this is not a pre-requisite, and anyone with a very modest back garden (or yard) space can keep a few quail quite comfortably. You will need to keep your birds in a suitably meshed enclosure to protect them from the attentions of Fantastic Mr Fox, and as with most forms of small poultry, they will also need protecting from cats, dogs and corvids (rooks, crows and the odd sparrowhawk).


FINDING A SUITABLE SPACE IN YOUR GARDEN


The question of where to site your birds is important, and before placing or building your quail house (and enclosed run) you need to think carefully about where in your garden or yard you will keep them.


Quail are very hardy little birds, and adult birds can be left in their pen/quail house all year (even in the winter provided they have extra bedding). However they do not like draughts or getting wet so ideally you will need to place your pen in a sheltered part of the garden which is not too warm or too cold. Other than that your birds will be very happy and can live directly on a surface of grass, earth or sawdust shavings or even on suitable (untreated) bark chippings.


All poultry need a regular supply of clean water (and food), and you may want to site your quail house close to an outside tap or food store so that you have less distance to carry things, and this will also make cleaning out much easier – but it is entirely down to you and will obviously depend on the individual layout of your garden or allotted space.


Finally, before siting the quail house and run you may want to have a look around your garden and plug up or place wire over any holes in fences or spaces where your birds could get out. Quail are not free-ranging birds in the same way that chickens and other fowl are, but they have been known to get out from time to time, and having a relatively secure garden does at least ensure that you have more chance of capturing any would-be  Steve McQueens making a break for freedom. Having said that, it should be noted that quail are pretty reasonable flyers, and while they are not in the same league as pigeons or blackbirds they will easily clear the average garden fence. So be warned, if they do get out you may not get them back quite so easily. (See the section on wing-clipping in Chapter 4 if you want to keep your birds on the ground, although wing-clipping is entirely optional.)


BUYING/BUILDING A QUAIL HOUSE AND RUN


Once you have picked a suitable space in your garden then you are ready to look at selecting some accommodation for your imminent new arrivals. Quail do not need much space and your birds can quite comfortably be contained within a floorspace of approximately 3ft by 6ft (1m x 2m) for every ten birds that you decide to keep. This provides ample space for the quail house as well as a conjoined run-type arrangement where they can exercise, take the air and do a bit of sunbathing.


At this point you have several options, ranging from purpose-built (and potentially expensive) accommodation to adapting an existing hutch or pen or even making your own layout from scratch. It all depends on your budget, how much time you have on your hands and also how much DIY you feel confident to take on. Our pens and quail houses are all a combination of either adaptations from other animal enclosures or self-builds using materials from local hardware stores and builders merchants. Here is a quick summary of each type.
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Adapted house sat on slabs.
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Example of a small quail run.
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Weather-proofed quail run.
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Triangular quail ark (with chicken squatters).








Purpose made/shop built


For those with reasonably deep pockets who are short on time this is probably the easiest way to get into the hobby. There are a number of companies offering ready-made quail houses which come either preassembled or in kit form and contain pretty much everything you need as far as accommodation goes. One of the main advantages is that they allow you to get started virtually straightaway as the units can often be delivered for you and build/set-up times are only a few hours. These units are generally very well constructed, pleasant to look at and, dependent upon your specific requirements, you generally get a good sized pen with a roof which is watertight and meshed sides which will keep your birds in and predators out. However, they are not particularly cheap and you should expect to pay anywhere from £100 up to £500 for a house and add-on pen which will house approximately ten to fifty birds. If time is limited and budget not an issue then these units can provide a very quick and efficient way into the hobby. A cursory look at any of the online search engines will bring up a list of suppliers.


Adaptations from other types of structure


For many people, especially those just starting out in the hobby and ‘testing the water’ to see if they like it before investing in something more extravagant, it often makes sense to adapt an existing coop or house. One popular way of doing this is to use something like a rabbit hutch with a run area added on or even by making use of an old children’s play shed (with a run area added onto the side). We have seen many variations on a common theme, and more or less anything can be made to work sufficiently and with a minimum of additional work and expense.


It is also possible to find something suitable by looking on the online auction or community/social sites such as Preloved or even Freecycle for people who wish to sell for a modest amount (or even occasionally give away) a suitable quail house, hutch or run – worth bearing in mind until you are sure that you wish to stick with the hobby.


The overriding concern is security and ensuring that whatever you end up with is the most effective solution for keeping your birds securely in and predators securely out.


Building from scratch


You may of course decide right from the start that you would like to design and build your own quail accommodation from scratch. A quick look on any of the online search engines on the internet will throw up any number of sets of plans and suggestions on making your own, and the materials are generally available from any good hardware store or some of the larger DIY and builders merchants. Naturally this is a more time-consuming route, and does require some rudimentary DIY skills, but if you are prepared to put in the work and are reasonably handy with a screwdriver and a hammer then the end result will give you something which is tailored to your own specific requirements and can still represent a fraction of the cost of buying something ready-made, plus you also have the satisfaction of building something completely from scratch.
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Winter housing and breeding accommodation.
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A chicken wire base and skirt is a good fox deterrent.








When we first started keeping a few chickens we adapted a children’s playhouse and we also created an additional bolt-on run using mesh and wooden panels from the local garden centre, which provided the birds with a safe, warm and secure sleeping area with an additional covered area to exercise in. The playhouse was made suitable for birds by carefully cutting a hole in the side panel and one in the front to accommodate an external nestbox, which made collection of eggs easier, and also access to the run area via a small ramp and a sliding pophole which could be left open during the day to allow the birds to go from the quail house to the run as they pleased and could then be dropped shut at night to protect against predators and the elements. The run was constructed by joining a number of ready-made aviary/pen panels together with angle brackets, and further panels were made from off-cuts of timber, braced in the middle with reinforcing struts, and then covered with wire to serve as a roof. The final assembly was then screwed together and the open end was screwed to the main house.


At this point it is worthwhile discussing roofing. Ideally, you should have some form of roofing on your quail house and run, to protect the birds from the rain and also to prevent the outside run from becoming a quagmire if the weather takes a turn for the worse. Roofing also provides shade for the birds in the height of summer and has the added advantage of preventing droppings from wild birds from entering the pen.
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Breeding pen with LED lighting.
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Separating an injured bird.
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Birds enjoying a dustbath.








A roof is therefore both desirable and for a time (during the Avian HN51 Flu scare a few years ago) was also considered compulsory to avoid having to keep your birds shut up in their house both day and night. Wild birds carry diseases and parasites which can be passed on to your flock and so it is important to keep the two separate. Having a roof on your pen or run is a good way of preventing birds of prey or corvids from making a meal of your birds. And, in addition, wild birds are greedy little things and will fast empty a feeder of its contents – which is costly in the long run for you. With larger poultry, treadle feeders are an answer, but quail are too small to operate these systems so you need to keep the scavengers away from the table.


In terms of suitable materials for roofing there are a variety of things that you can use ranging from a basic plastic tarpaulin (or waxed if you have the real thing) to purpose-made plastic corrugated roofing sheets or even fitting a full felt roof. Tarpaulins can look tatty and are prone to being ripped off by high winds unless they are securely lashed down. They can also leak or result in rainwater pooling on the top, which can stress the top of your roof causing the wire and frame to bow. Felt roofing can also harbour the dreaded red mite which, once established, can be a nightmare to eradicate.
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Example of Coroline roofing.








We prefer to use purpose-made bitumen corrugated roofing panels (available from any large DIY or trade store under the trade name Onduline or Coroline sheeting), which are available in red, brown, black or green. Whilst not necessarily cheap they do provide a rigid, waterproof roofing system, look smart and are robust enough to withstand being stood on by animals (especially cats and foxes) without buckling or bowing, and they will last for many years. To install them you will need to fix wooden battens to the top of your run and also to your coop (unless it has a pitched roof) and then the bitumen panels are fixed to the battens with special nails and waterproof caps. Finally ridge pieces are fixed along the apex of the roof space on the coop to ensure a completely waterproof join. We thoroughly recommend these panels – the first pen we made roofed with them has been through nine winters and is still as good as the day it was erected.


MAKING IT FOX AND VERMIN PROOF


Unfortunately visits from the local foxes and, occasionally, the odd rodent are very much a fact of life when keeping poultry – but their potential for causing harm can be severely minimized by good animal husbandry practices and a few additional practical considerations.





Foxes


Country dwellers have been well-used to garden foxes for many years, but the rise of the urban fox is well publicized and foxes are becoming increasingly brave and industrious in their efforts to find food, from rummaging through wheelie bins to having a good nose through your garden. Once you start keeping poultry you can be sure that foxes will, at some point, start to take active interest in your new hobby. This was brought home when we were building our first chicken house and run in the garden and one Sunday afternoon we found our exertions watched closely by a large dog fox sitting patiently not 25 yards away – presumably he was waiting for lunch to arrive in the shape of our birds!


Foxes are great opportunists and will exploit any potential weakness in your set-up if it means the chance of a quick tasty meal. This can range from nipping in to steal your birds if the quail house is left unlocked or insecure for any period of time or, for the more determined (and hungry) fox, actually digging into the compound or chewing through a weak joint to gain entry. Please do not underestimate the resourcefulness of the average fox and their determination to get to your birds – hunger can be an irresistible force.


There is an unfortunate penchant for ‘cuddly’ TV wildlife programmes to present the urban fox as a charming, striking addition to your garden whose presence is to be almost encouraged. Unfortunately very few (if any) poultry owners share the same view – the immediate aftermath of a fox getting amongst your flock can be absolutely devastating. While we have (so far) not lost any birds to fox predation, many fellow keepers have, and the results can be traumatic as your early morning walk out to see your birds turns to despair when greeted by a scene of total horror. Foxes will kill your birds indiscriminately (all of them) and will bite the heads off birds even if they are not subsequently taken away for food. This can be particularly upsetting when children are around. Something else to bear in mind is that fox excrement is also a particularly noxious substance and can help transmit a range of unpleasant diseases such as Toxocariasis which can be harmful to human health – another reason why it is better to try and discourage their presence on your land altogether. Additionally, many urban foxes are in very poor condition and often horribly scarred by Sarcoptic mange and covered in fleas (both of which your own pets may pick up and which can even live on you for a short time) – all in all a far cry from the pristine, healthy specimens that they like to show on television programmes.
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