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         Our thanks to Stephen Liddle 
for his illustrations
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            ILLUSTRATIONS

         

         Fig. 1. The chicken’s digestive system
         

         Fig. 2. How to clip a bird’s wing
         

         Fig. 3. The life cycle of the chicken
         

         Fig. 4. The chicken’s reproductive system
         

         Fig. 5. Foetal development
         

         Fig. 6. The egg
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            COLOUR PLATES

         
 
         Plate 1. Ex-battery hens on their way to recovery
 Courtesy of Fresh Start for Hens www.freshstartforhens.co.uk
  
         
 
         Plate 2. The female cream legbar chick (to the right of the male) has noticeably darker colouring when first hatched
 Courtesy of Jenny Tonkin Nature Alamy
  
         
 
         Plate 3. Cockerel with wattle and comb
 Courtesy of D. Hurst/Alamy
  
         
 
         Plate 4. Chicken roosting at night
 Courtesy of Sami Sarkis/Alamy
  
         
 
         Plate 5. How to handle a chicken properly
 Courtesy of Cara Harrison
  
         
 
         Plate 6. How to handle a duck properly
 Courtesy of Cara Harrison
  
         
 
         Plate 7. Fertilized chicken egg
 Courtesy of Science Source/Science Photo Library
  
         
 
         Plate 8. Non-viable fertilized chicken egg
 Courtesy of Science Source/Science Photo Library
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 	
         To close one’s eyes and dream of a home in the country with its  lawns, its gardens, its flowers, its songs of birds and drone of bees,  proves the sentimental in man, but he is not practical who cannot call  into fancy’s realm the cackle of the hen.
         

         From: Making a Poultry House by M Roberts Conover, 1912
         

          

         This  book is for those considering or already keeping some poultry in their  back garden. Although most people start with chickens, we’ve also  touched on the other poultry that you could have: ducks, turkeys, geese  and quail.

         Ducks, in particular, are enjoying a resurgence as a  backgarden bird. Despite what you may think, you don’t need a pond and  we explain how to keep happy, healthy ducks without one. They mix well  with chickens in the same garden so there’s no reason not to enjoy both.

         A  book is in some ways a reflection of its authors and this one is no  exception. Cara Harrison keeps her hens, ducks and quail in a small  urban back garden while her father, John, has a smallholding in Wales  after many years of suburban living and keeping an allotment.

         Both  of us aim to be as self-sufficient as reasonable in the modern world  and our approach reflects that. But that doesn’t mean we’re totally  practical, as our collection of retired aged hens and pet ducks who  escaped their destiny in the oven will show.

         This is not a book  for those who want to make a living from  their poultry but we show how  you can, if not cover, at least make a contribution to the cost of your  hobby from selling your eggs.
         

         Many people simply keep their  poultry as pets who give them eggs as a bonus, and that’s perfectly  fine. It’s often a surprise to new keepers just how responsive and  entertaining chickens and ducks can be. Not to mention how therapeutic  it is to discuss your problems with your flock. They might not answer,  but they’re great listeners!

         On the other side of the coin, more  people are now considering raising their own table birds. When you look  at the horrific reality of large-scale commercial production of poultry  meat, there is a lot to be said for raising your own. Not just on  humanitarian grounds either, we explain why poultry meat home-raised on a  small scale is actually better for you. Raising table birds isn’t for  everyone and we explain the pros and cons so you can decide for  yourself.

         We’ve tried to cover everything you might need to know  when keeping a small flock at home but also tried to avoid swamping you  with too much information. For example, we cover the most popular breeds  for those starting out but not every breed. In fact, you could fill an  entire book with just the different breeds of chicken you can find. And  end up so confused you’d never get started!

         We’d like to thank  Lesley Williams and Ann Clarke for their help and criticism of the first  draft of this book. We’d also like to thank the members of our website  forum for their help: the beginners who asked the questions we would  never have thought of and the experts who share their knowledge so  freely.
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            PREPARING FOR YOUR POULTRY

         

         Before setting out to collect your first birds you should make sure that you have everything ready in advance. Trust us: it will make life easier for everyone if you are well prepared.

         One of the first things to do is to find a local vet who is willing and capable of treating poultry. Not all small-animal vets will treat them and some will treat but have not done the relevant courses to know enough about poultry-specific illnesses.

         Asking around other poultry keepers or checking online lists of poultry-friendly vets is a good idea before you get your first birds. Although a lot of poultry illnesses can be home-treated, some will likely need veterinary treatment and, if you yourself are unwilling to cull, you will at some point need the vet for that sad final injection.

         Chickens, ducks, geese, turkeys and quail may not be family pets for some people but they do still deserve a high level of care and should never be left to suffer. Usually when you need a vet it is an emergency and knowing which vet you can call will be a boon.

         Going on a backgarden poultry-keeping course is a good idea for those who have never kept poultry before. We hope this book will give you a good grounding and tell you all you need to know to get started, but no book can compete with actually handling a bird.
         

         In addition, if you intend to breed meat birds it is a good idea to attend a course where safe culling methods are taught. If you wish to treat your own birds and come the final day do the deed yourself instead of using a vet, you should also make sure you know how to humanely cull an injured or sick bird. We would, in fact, recommend that all poultry keepers learn how to humanely cull. We have had occasion to do this late at night and on a weekend when the vets were not open and when leaving the bird to suffer would have been, in our opinion, cruel and inhumane.

         Setting aside a poultry store cupboard whether in the house or shed is a good idea. You’ll gradually build up a stock of those things you need occasionally and keeping them in one place means you’ll easily find them.

         The checklist below covers what you need to have ready before you bring your birds home – or what you are going to need pretty sharpish if you’ve arrived back home from a show with three hens in the back of the car!

         
Basic New Poultry Keeper Checklist
         

         Housing – Make sure you have a poultry house that is the right size and style for your new birds.
         

          

         Run – If you have a predator problem or wish to restrict the area your new birds are kept in, a run should be in place before they come home to you.
         

          

         Bedding – You need to have decided which bedding and nest box filler you are going to use and have got this prior to collecting the birds.
         

          

         Feeder and Drinker – You need to have both of these ready for your poultry and will have to make sure they are large enough for your new flock. Having a spare feeder and drinker is also a good idea.
         

          

         Feed – Make sure you have the right feed for your new birds. Often the breeders will tell you what they have been feeding the birds on before you collect them.
         

          


         Disinfectant/Cleaning Equipment – You will need to clean the house at least once a week and it is also a good idea to do this before the birds come home with you. Dry disinfectants are better for winter months when wooden poultry houses will take longer to dry out.
         

          

         Egg Storer – You will need somewhere to keep the lovely eggs your new girls are going to give you, so make sure you have somewhere to store them, either a cool, dark place or in the refrigerator. Once you have refrigerated eggs, you will need to keep them in there. This is due to eggs being easily susceptible to temperature changes as well as bacterial development increasing at room temperature thereby reducing egg quality and life span if you swap them back.
         

          

         In time, new additions will be made to your poultry store cupboard, including items such as wormers, red mite powder, lice treatments, Apple Cider Vinegar, purple antiseptic spray, beak bits, etc. You may wish to get these in advance or wait and get them as your flock needs them.
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            OTHER PETS AND CHILDREN

         

         Don’t forget that your poultry are going to be a big part of your life and have an impact on the whole family. You’ll need to consider how to manage this to keep everyone happy, healthy and safe.

         
Children 
         

         Most children love helping to look after family pets and this applies just the same to keeping backgarden poultry. They’ll delight in finding those eggs that have magically appeared and bringing them up the path for breakfast.

         Chickens are the most common choice of poultry to keep with a young family. Some breeds are calmer and less flighty than others and hybrids, in particular, tend to be calmer with young children. It’s a source of wonder to us that ex-battery hens especially can become so attached to the humans in their life after being so mistreated.

         Regular handling of the birds and teaching children how to hold a chicken safely and securely will help them to bond with their new pets. Getting the children to give the hens their afternoon treats also helps the bonding process and to gain the hens’ trust. Hens will rarely attack the hand that feeds them, although they can become over enthusiastic if they think there are treats on the way. Sometimes they will accidentally peck which can, with younger children in particular, hurt a little, although some say it just tickles.
         

         If you intend to breed and want to keep a cockerel running with your flock, you will need to make sure you choose a good-natured bird as they can, especially during the breeding season of early spring and summer, be very protective of the hens. Keeping an eye on younger children around cockerels is a good idea as if they attack they can cause injury with both beak and spurs. In fact, we’d suggest that unless you are really certain of a cockerel’s temperament, it is better not to keep one when young children may get in with him.

         Ducks are another good choice, more so with older children. They tend to be skittier than chickens and are less likely to be easily held, which is of course a major enjoyment for children with their pets. Ducks will rarely cause accidental injury as they don’t tend to peck in the same way as chickens and they enjoy being hand fed which is enjoyable for children and adults alike.

         As with cockerels, come the breeding season you need to be careful if running a drake alongside your ducks. They can be very protective of the girls in their flock. A bite from a drake can hurt, especially if a heavier breed. Young children should always be supervised if you have drakes to avoid injury.

         Remember that chickens and ducks do not need a male counterpart in order to lay. You only need to get one if you want to breed them. It’s best to start with just females if you have children. Allow the children to become bonded and feel safe around their new pets before you expand the flock.

         Geese, in particular, will need a pond. Obviously, with younger children, ponds may be a concern in case they accidentally fall into them. It is safest either to make sure that the pond is beyond a gated area so the children can only get to it supervised or not to keep geese until the children are older.

         Geese have a reputation for being aggressive which is not totally deserved but nevertheless we’d not recommend mixing younger children with geese.

         Quail are enjoyable birds to watch but, as flight birds, need to be kept within a run which reduces the fun interaction children have with them. Older children can be taught how to handle the quail properly and younger children will be entertained by watching them flutter about their run, but children  will experience greater enjoyment from keeping chickens, ducks or geese.
         

         Whatever the type of poultry, children will need to know not to chase or frighten the birds as this will make them nervy not only of children who come near, but also of adults; the birds may also attack if scared. When a hen, duck or goose is broody, she can also become territorial, so children should be kept away from mothers and their young for the first few weeks. If a child wants to hold the hatchlings, this should always be supervised to make sure not only that the hatchlings are safe but that the child is safe from the mum who will want to protect her brood.

         One final note on keeping poultry with children which, in fact, applies to adults as well: be aware that, although not a common problem, there are some diseases that poultry may pass on to humans. After handling your birds or cleaning them out, you should always give your hands a thorough wash with antibacterial handwash. This is particularly important for children and pregnant women. Using antibacterial soap and water is far better at removing lurking nasties than using an antibacterial liquid gel.

         
Dogs 
         

         Dogs are a common family pet and one that needs to be handled carefully when getting poultry for the back garden. As a dog owner you may feel you know that your dog is safe with other animals, but attacks by dogs on new poultry are very common and a careful introduction should be carried out.

         You should always keep your dog on a lead when he’s with the new birds and test his reaction to them to begin with. Allowing the dog to see the birds and the birds to see the dog will help them both get accustomed to each other. If the dog appears to be safe with the birds, you can try supervised sessions off the lead to see how he interacts with them.

         Remember that if the birds run at speed or fly, the dog’s natural prey reaction may kick in and he may chase the birds. Although the dog may not intend to hurt them, accidents can happen and an overly excited, playful dog can accidentally cause as much damage as a dog that intends to attack them.
         

         It’s difficult to know how an individual dog will react to these new inhabitants in the garden. Some dogs will be jealous of the attention the new arrivals get and others may see them as a threat to the family, especially to the children. Others will act like a sheep dog, herding and trying to round up the hens for their owner.

         If you feel that your family dog may, accidentally or due to its natural prey reaction, harm the birds, you will need to make sure that the dog cannot get to the birds, either through placing them in a secure run or keeping the dog away from the area where they range freely.

         Having a dog should not put you off keeping poultry. Many dogs become intensely protective of “their” flock and will help to herd them to bed and watch out for other predators. Over time and with training, most dogs will be able to be left with the poultry, but by taking time and introducing them slowly, you make sure that they are happy and safe with your new birds.

         
Cats
         

         Cats have a natural instinct to hunt and most cat owners will have had a present dropped on the floor of a mouse or a bird that they have just caught. This makes people worried that keeping poultry with cats may not be a good idea and that neighbourhood cats may also be a threat to their birds. In fact, pet cats are far less of a threat to poultry than pet dogs. They are often quite terrified of the giant sparrows taking over their garden!

         If you have cats or know that there are a few in the neighbourhood, your main consideration should be what size of bird to keep. Bantam chickens are at the most risk from cats as they are small enough to be seen as prey. Despite having many prolific hunters in our house, we have never had a problem with them or with any other neighbourhood cats attacking our bantams. However, we know of others who have, so if cats are around, a run for smaller birds is the safe option.

         Birds from a hybrid size up are fairly safe from cats as predators. When we first got three hybrid chickens, the cats  wouldn’t dare come within five feet of them. If the chickens approached, they ran, tails fluffed back, to the safety of the house. As with dogs, introductions should be watched carefully for the first week or two just to make sure they are fine sharing the garden together with this system. We have on more than one occasion found one of the cats penned in a corner by the chickens desperate to escape the monsters. When it comes to the heavy breed ducks, even after a number of years sharing the garden, they seem to feel a five foot circle should be made to avoid them!
         

         Small flight birds such as quail, however, are not safe from cats. You will need to make sure any house and run are cat-proof as most cats will show interest in getting into the run and they will kill them. We find that even now the younger cats will watch the quail intently and we know that if we don’t lock them up securely we will wake up in the morning to no quail. The quail do not seem overly concerned by the cats watching them. So as long as they are secure, which they need to be anyway, keeping quail and cats should not be a problem.

         As with quail, young hatchlings are not safe from cats. Although the mother hen or duck will protect their young, this may not be enough to deter a persistent moggy who has spied the hatchlings. Once larger breed chickens and other hatchlings have reached 8 weeks, they should be big enough to be allowed to range within an area. Younger hatchlings should be either secure in a run with mum or supervised when out in the garden.

         Don’t forget: you cannot train a cat to leave young birds alone. The best you can hope for is to train them to leave them alone whilst you are watching. When you’re not watching, they’re fair game to the cat.

         
Rabbits
         

         Many people will keep pet rabbits in their garden and there are many poultry keepers who use the same run for their chickens and rabbits with no problems. If you do intend to allow them to range together, you need to make sure they have separate housing and that, if they are within the same run, the rabbits are not persistent diggers. If the rabbits are always digging  and are kept within a run designed to keep them safe from predators, the rabbits’ digging may weaken the run and create entry points for predators such as foxes or stoats. We don’t run our rabbits with our chickens and ducks, but this is a case of personal choice.
         

         
Fish in Ponds 
         

         If you keep ducks and have ornamental ponds with fish in them, you will want to make sure that the ducks do not get to these. Not only will they cause damage to the plant life, they are likely to kill any fish in there.
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            HOUSING, RUNS AND EQUIPMENT

         
 
         Regard it as just as desirable to build a chicken house as to build a cathedral.
         
 
         Frank Lloyd Wright
 
         
HOUSING
         
 
         Chickens, ducks, geese, turkeys, quail and all other poultry share a need for safe, warm housing that is free from draughts and predator-proof. There are so many options that it can be quite daunting to decide what is best for you and your birds.
 
         Should you choose the traditional wooden chicken coop, a combination house and run, a plastic house or ark, or should you go for a self-build or converted shed? All are good options, but what matters is making the right choice for you – for the amount of land you have available, for the number of birds you want, your building abilities and for a price you can afford, of course.
 
         When deciding on housing, it is best to sit down, pen and paper in hand, and compile a checklist of needs and priorities so you know just what you are looking for.
 
          
 
         Budget – How much do you have to spend? This budget is just for the housing. The feeders, drinkers, hygiene products, health products, bedding and feed will all be on top of this.
         
 
          
 
         Space – How much space do you have available? Remember that even if you can fit a coop in that sleeps eight chickens,  do you have enough run space for all these hens to roam in?
         
 
          
 
         Type – What type of housing do you want? If you want a coop and run all-in-one, make sure you have space for the run and possible run extensions if you decide to expand your flock.
         
 
          
 
         If you are handy and intend to build your own, make sure you have a plan. Ideally view other people’s homemade coops so that you create a palace for your chickens and not a shack.
 
         Make sure you know what features are important to you. Pull-out droppings trays, easy-access nest boxes and removable perches all make your life as the poultry keeper much easier, even though the poultry themselves won’t care if these additions are in place or not! Don’t forget that chickens produce the bulk of their droppings at night in their sleep, so ease of cleaning is very important.
 
         
Space
         
 
         In Britain and the EU there are legal stocking densities for poultry depending on the rearing method. In response to public disquiet – well, horror and anger may be a better description – the legal requirements for battery caged hens were changed to an enriched system with more space per hen.
 
         Legally in the EU a laying hen in a post-2003 installed enriched cage is given 750 cm2, a nest, a 15 cm perch and a scratching area. Many cages are still the pre-2003 enriched cage and these have just 550 cm2 per bird – little more than a sheet of A4 paper per bird. Currently (2011) it is planned to make the enriched cages the only method of caging hens in the EU as of 1 January 2012.
         
 
         Even the new enriched system hardly provides for the happiness of the hens. The terrible condition of newly rescued caged hens just proves to us how bad the legislation and conditions are for millions of hens.
 
         The barn system may sound better, the hens being kept in a loose flock usually with access to different levels, perches, etc., but the stocking density allowed is actually higher than  enriched cages at 9 hens per square metre! The barn system, with perches and feeders at different levels, gives a litter area of 250 cm2 with 15 cm of perch per bird and one nest for every 7 birds.
         
 
         In the free-range system, the birds are housed in the same way as the barn system, but in addition they are given continuous daytime access to open runs with 2,500 birds per hectare. This works out to 4 m2 per hen in theory.
         
 
         In practice, with the large flock size of commercial free-range poultry keeping, the hens don’t actually tend to wander too far from the barn, so the real stocking density is far higher on the pasture next to the house. In fact, many of the hens in large-barn free-range systems never actually make it outside from the vast buildings called a barn.
 
         All of the above goes to show that as guidance for the home poultry keeper, the EU stocking density regulations are basically irrelevant. Of course, within reason, the more space you give your birds, the happier they will be and the better the rewards for you both in terms of egg production and the enjoyment of watching them in the garden enjoying themselves. Unlike the commercial producer, your birds’ happiness is a prime factor for you to consider.
 
         The following table shows the minimum and recommended space in terms of runs and housing for the most popular egg-laying or pet poultry:
 
          
 
         
            
                    
                           
                                  
                        	
Type of Poultry 
                                     
                        	
Minimum Housing per bird 
                                     
                        	
Ideal Housing per bird 
                                     
                        	
Minimum Run per bird 
                                     
                        	
Ideal Run per bird 
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Chickens 
                                     
                        	1 ft2/0.1 m2
                                     
                        	2 ft2/0.2 m2
                                     
                        	10 ft2/1 m2
                                     
                        	20 ft2/2 m2
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Ducks 
                                     
                        	2 ft2/0.2 m2
                                     
                        	3 ft2/0.3 m2
                                     
                        	16 ft2/1.5 m2
                                     
                        	32 ft2/3 m2
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Geese* 
                                     
                        	3 ft2/0.3 m2
                                     
                        	6 ft2/0.6 m2
                                     
                        	32 ft2/3 m2
                                     
                        	64 ft2/6 m2
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Turkeys 
                                     
                        	3 ft2/0.3 m2
                                     
                        	12 ft2/1.1 m2
                                     
                        	40 ft2/3.7 m2
                                     
                        	64 ft2/6 m2
                                 
                     
         
                                  
                        	
Quail 
                                     
                        	0.5 ft2/0.05 m2
                                     
                        	1 ft2/0.1 m2
                                     
                        	1 ft220.1 m2
                                     
                        	2 ft2/0.2 m2
                                 
                     
     
                   
               

            

         
 
         *Geese require grass which is not included in the run figure.
         
 
          
 
         The minimum recommended space is the very least you should be giving your birds to keep them happy, healthy and comfortable. Giving them the ideal space in both house and run will help minimize boredom and stocking problems such as feather pecking and cannibalism.
 
         
Where to Put the Coop 
         
 
         Often coops and runs are moved around the garden to allow access to fresh vegetation and prevent an area becoming overused and damaged. However, if you are keeping them in the same place there are a few points to think about.
 
         Avoid hot spots and direct sunshine if possible. Some shade will help keep the coop cool in hot sun; heat can be a killer.
 
         In windy areas, position the coop in a sheltered place or at least turn it so the prevailing wind isn’t whistling through the door.
 
         Avoid wet areas. Damp coops are a breeding ground for disease and wood will rot quickly.
 
         
Traditional Wooden Chicken Coops 
         
 
         Until recently all chicken coops were constructed from wood but now you can obtain plastic houses (which we cover later). These have some benefits over wood. However, wooden houses can look very attractive and many people dislike the garish colours and artificial appearance of some of the plastic houses. Of course, there is nothing to stop you painting the outside of your coop if you wish. We’ve seen some that are works of art.
 
         
Buying a Coop 
         
 
         There’s a huge range of ready-made coops to buy nowadays, especially on the internet, which makes the job of choosing very difficult. As with most things in life, the general rule is you get what you pay for.
 
         Many coops are made in China and imported. They look very attractive and the pricing is extremely competitive. The manufacturer’s price can be as low as £50 – which after freight, taxes and retailer’s mark-up means they can retail for £120.
         
 
         They look like incredible value but sadly they aren’t. The designs can be very good overall, but everything is trimmed to the bare minimum. The wood is thin, the screws cheap and metal parts like hinges just adequate. They just don’t last: one knock and they’re broken.
 
         As a general rule, it is better to buy wooden coops made domestically and, if at all possible, see before you buy. Even an expensive price isn’t a guarantee of quality or design. Check the thickness of timber. It should be solid enough to take the inevitable knocks and bumps. It should be seasoned so unlikely to warp and twist, and should be treated with bird-friendly preservative to prevent rot.
 
         Often you will see chicken coops marketed for “8–10 large birds” or “12–14 bantam-size birds” but you need to be careful as often these descriptions can be misleading. When buying a coop make sure you find out the floor area of the sleeping unit, the length of perches, and size and number of nest boxes. Often coops marketed for 8 birds are, in fact, only 6 ft2 (0.6 m2) in the sleeping area and as such should not sleep more than 6 birds, ideally only 4 large fowl.
         
 
         When purchasing a coop, you need to make sure that it is easy to clean. Most people assume this to be an obvious fact, but you will be amazed by how many coops are difficult to get into to clean out properly, with badly positioned or too small doors or without lifting roofs to allow easy access.
 
         Keeping the coop clean is essential to prevent red mite and other parasites affecting your birds so a coop that can be cleaned in all corners is a necessity. Beware felt roofs. These provide a great hiding place for mites. Roofs made of solid wood, external plywood or material such as Onduline corrugated sheet are far superior.
 
         The coop will need to have good ventilation above the head height of the birds. Ventilation is important as fresh air is needed to circulate at night, but draughts can kill chickens so the ventilation must be at the right height and ideally vents will be adjustable to allow greater airflow in the hotter summer months.
 
         Many owners are concerned about their birds being cold in winter but they’re actually more at risk from summer heat. Don’t forget that poultry come with their own feather duvet.  Unless the winter temperature is below –5°C (23°F), the birds will be fine in the house with their own body heat. Below that temperature you need to consider some additional heat.
         
 
         Carrying handles are a good addition if you intend to move the coop around a garden or field. It is also useful to move the coop to clean under and around it so, even if you want to keep the coop in a fixed place, handles can prove to be beneficial.
 
         The height of the coop and whether or not it is raised off ground level should also be considered. If the coop is off the ground, make sure it is by more than 2 inches (5 cm) so that you can see under the coop. Often rats and mice will use gaps to access the coop (by gnawing their way in) so a good view of the base of the coop is beneficial to prevent this. Similarly, if your coop is going to be sited on soil, remember that rats and predators are expert diggers who can dig underneath, so the bottom of the coop needs to be secure.
 
         The main point to watch out for with poultry housing in general is security from predators. Make sure doors can be fully secured, that there are no weak points in the structure and that air vents are not big enough to allow access to the coop. Predators can be very clever when it comes to getting a meal and have even been known to dislodge slide doors or droppings trays, so make sure sliding openings have bolts or are easy to add a bolt to in order to protect your birds.
 
         The shape of the coop – whether ark, house shape or even chicken shaped! – is purely a question of your personal taste and requirements. What matters is that the house is safe, secure, easy to clean and dry for the girls so what it looks like on the outside is for you not them.
 
         The triangular ark style with an under run is very practical and makes good use of limited space. Although we don’t think that the run area is sufficient to keep the birds in all the time, it is useful in that you can leave your hens to come down for breakfast when they want and you can release them into the garden or main run when you get up. Don’t forget that they work on sun time. You might prefer to be in bed when summer dawn rises at 5 am. Ensure the run underneath provides enough height for your birds and that the run underneath is fox-proof.
         
 
         Incidentally, light- or timer-operated pop-hole automatic openers can be fitted to most wooden houses and are a real boon to poultry keepers who like their sleep. Pop-hole is just the name we give to the door the hens use to get in and out of the coop.
 
         Lots of people choose pre-made coops and then paint them in fun, bright colours or, to hide them into the garden, in muted greens and browns. Even if you haven’t the technical know-how to build your own coop, painting or staining your purchased coop with animal-safe paints makes it as individual as the chickens that will come to live in it.
 
         Wooden coops will need maintenance, usually an annual treatment with preservative to prevent the wood from rotting. Always ensure you use a suitable preservative that is bird-friendly. In the UK where bats are a protected species, the preservative will usually state if it is suitable for bats. If it is OK for the bats, then it’s safe for any poultry. If you are unsure, then contact the manufacturer who will be able to tell you.
 
         One tip to preserve the wooden house is to put the legs onto bricks or small concrete slabs. Wood in contact with the earth tends to rot quite quickly. If the base sits on the ground, raising it on bricks will allow airflow under and prevent rot.
 
         
Plastic Coops
         
 
         The biggest innovation in hen coops for many years has to be the plastic coop. Some are now being manufactured from recycled plastic, adding to their green credentials. The benefits of the plastic coop are:
 
          
 
         Cleanliness – Plastic houses have smooth surfaces which are easy to wash with a little washing up liquid and a soft brush before rinsing or just jet-wash clean.
         
 
          
 
         Pests and Parasites – Unlike wooden coops, there are no nooks and crannies in the plastic to harbour pests like red mite. If you have red mite in the flock already, plastic is much easier to eradicate from.
         
 
          
  
         Low Maintenance – Wooden hen houses need treating, usually each year, with bird-friendly wood preservative to keep them in good condition. Parts in contact with the ground are liable to rot and require repair. Plastic houses do not rot.
         
 
          
 
         Draughts – Wood, being a natural material, will dry and shrink in hot, dry weather and expand in wet weather which can cause gaps to appear allowing draughts. Chickens are hardy but draughts can cause health problems, especially in the winter. A properly made plastic house should have no draughts or leaks.
         
 
          
 
         Long Life – So long as the plastic is UV stabilized, a plastic house should never deteriorate and literally last decades.
         
 
          
 
         Insulation – Plastic houses, especially in light colours, remain cool in the summer and warmer in the winter (lack of draughts), particularly if double skinned.
         
 
          
 
         Light Weight – Plastic coops generally weigh less and so are easier to move around the garden or field.
         
 
          
 
         Environment – Recycled plastic is helpful to the environment and reduces carbon emissions. Although wood for wooden houses can be re-grown, it depends on how the forest is actually managed as to how environmentally friendly it is.
         
 
          
 
         Appearance – Many people love the modern look of the plastic houses.
         
 
          
 
         There are some disadvantages to the plastic houses though.
 
          
 
         Cost – It has to be said, they are a lot more expensive than cheap wooden houses to buy initially. However, when you divide the cost by the very long lifespan, plastic coops usually work out cheaper in the long run.
         
 
          
 
         Light Weight – Although this is an advantage for moving the  coop, in some very windy positions it could be a problem. In any case, chicken coops are best sited in sheltered spots.
         
 
          
 
         Appearance – It’s a matter of personal taste. Some people prefer the looks of the traditional wood hen coop or ark, and wooden hen houses can be painted and decorated to almost make them works of art!
         
 
          
 
         Fixed Design – Wooden coops can be altered and extended if your flock increases but the plastic coop cannot be changed.
         
 
         
The Eglu Range 
         
 
         The Eglu from Omlet was, we think, the first plastic poultry house to hit the market. The range is very much aimed at the backgarden keeper and smallholder and is ideal for those who only want to keep a few birds – no more than, say, ten.
 
         The Eglu comes in a number of models which are all made from twin-walled plastic for thermal insulation. They have draught-free ventilation, keep cool in summer and warm in winter months. Perches and nest boxes are standard as are pull-out droppings trays. They also come in five colours and have many accessories, including runs, feeders and drinkers. The moulded and streamlined design appeals to many, although it is very much a love it or hate it thing. Owners tend to swear by their Eglu.
 
         
Eco Hen Houses 
         
 
         The Eco Ark and Eco Hen Houses are award-winning for both their unique styling and for their green credentials due to the use of recycled plastic farm waste. They have adjustable ventilation to enable you to control the airflow and temperature depending on the season.
 
         Currently we know of three styles, available in different sizes and colours. With the Eco Arks and some Eco Hen Houses you can buy integrated runs as well. Different models have different features but they all share the basic benefits of a plastic coop.
 
          
 
         The main downside to all the plastic coops is the cost. At more than three times the price of a similar-sized wooden coop for  the Eglu and double the price for the Eco Ark, this can be off-putting. We felt that you were paying a premium for the Eglu ranges, possibly to cover the cost of their marketing. However, as a long-term investment, the plastic coops make a lot of sense.
         
 
         
Coops with Runs 
         
 
         A number of coops come with integrated runs but often, although the coop itself can accommodate, say, four birds, the run only has enough space for half that number. When looking at integrated coops and runs, make sure that you follow the rule of at least 1 ft2 (0.1 m2) of sleep space and at least 1 m2 (11 ft2) of run space per chicken so that you don’t suffer from problems with overcrowding and boredom in your flock.
         
 
         For housing ducks, geese, turkeys and quail, see the relevant chapters.
 
         
Building Your Own Coop
         
 
         The most economical quality housing is that which has been homemade. This also has the benefit that you can add exactly what you want to the house – multiple access points for eggs, high ceilings for cleaning, blockable nest boxes to stop the birds sleeping in them and soiling eggs, etc.
 
         If your DIY skills are limited, then converting a shed or store may be the best starting point. With a small 6 ft x 4 ft (1.8 m x 1.2 m) shed, as well as a couple of lengths of timber for perches, you can make a coop big enough for up to 24 birds. Nest boxes can either be built from timber or you could convert old plastic boxes, wooden bedside cabinets, etc. As long as you put in plenty of bedding material, the chickens will be happy to lay in them. Make sure there is ventilation above head height and a pop-hole in the door that can be securely locked to prevent predator access at night.
 
         If your shed has windows, try to site it so they are to the north. Overheating is as much of a danger if not more so than cold for your hens. If your windows catch the sun, then painting them white will allow light through but provide shade on warm days. 
         
 
         The economics are such that it can often be cheaper to buy a new shed to convert rather than build one from scratch. The manufacturer gets a better price than you can on the timber. Avoid the type constructed from overlapping timbers. They are draughty, almost impossible to clean thoroughly and will harbour mites. You want the type constructed from tongue and grooved boards.
 
         Building a small chicken house from new is not that difficult for those with some woodworking skills. Rather than using tongue and groove, external quality plywood sheeting is quite easy to work with and the smooth surface makes cleaning and pest control easier.
 Providing a removable droppings board makes sense, especially under the perching area where the majority of droppings will accumulate. Removable perches are essential for easy cleaning.
         
 
         The nest boxes should be sited lower than the perch if possible. This discourages the hens from sleeping in the nest boxes.
 
         A single-sheet, removable sloping roof made from corrugated roofing material such as Onduline with a good overhang helps to keep the walls dry and allows easy access for cleaning once again. The gaps aid ventilation, as well as the front and back air vents above head height. To prevent rats gaining entrance, cover gaps with weldmesh.
 
         A sliding door enables the pop-hole to be closed and locked if required at night and a ramp with frets like a guitar enables the hens to climb up to the house if it is raised high to allow a run area underneath.
 
         
POULTRY RUNS 
         
 
         Building a secure run for your poultry is a good idea, especially if you know there are predators in the area. Even if you don’t think there are predators, you may be surprised by a ranging fox or even the neighbour’s cat or dog appearing in your garden and getting to your birds unexpectedly. Foxes are a problem in both urban and rural areas and in some places  you also need to consider stoats, weasels, mink and don’t forget the two-legged predator, humans!
         
 
         Runs do not need to be permanent structures. There are some excellent movable run options, as well as electric fencing that should be considered. As mentioned in the Housing section, many chicken coops come with integral runs. However, these are rarely suitable for long-term use for your poultry due to their restrictive size. Alternatives should be considered and planned before you bring your new birds home.
 
         Larger poultry such as geese, turkeys and large breed ducks ideally should be either free-range with electric fencing or be kept in large movable structures. If you have to keep them in a permanent run, stocking densities should be low so that they remain happy in their living environment. Always take into account the space taken up by the housing, water pools (for ducks) and feeding area before calculating your available run space per bird.
 
         When constructing a poultry run, you need to make sure you use a mesh that is fox-proof. Standard “chicken wire” doesn’t have the strength to prevent a fox biting through the wire as it is usually only 19swg (1 mm thick). It is necessary to use a weld mesh of at least 16swg (1.6 mm) but ideally use either 14swg (2.05 mm) or 12swg (2.5 mm). Using a stronger mesh will also give support to the run structure.
 
         When building a run, remember that foxes and other predators can dig as well as climb, so digging the mesh down by at least 18 inches (45 cm) or creating an 18 inch (45 cm) mesh skirting will stop them digging under. A movable run would obviously be better with the skirting and a fixed run should ideally be dug down.
 
         To keep the fox out, the walls need to be 6 feet (1.8 metres) high and either have an outward facing angled overhang of 18 inches (45 cm) or the run will need roofing with wire to stop the fox gaining entrance. You can use ordinary and cheap chicken wire for the roof.
 
         The benefit of electric fencing kits is that you can regularly move the birds to new pastures with ease, allowing the ground to recover. There are a lot of misconceptions about electric fences so an explanation is in order.
         
 
         Basically the electric fence consists of a battery, an energizer, fencing wire, netting, posts, earth stake, insulators, fence tester and, if needed, a gate and gate handle.
 
         The energizer takes a low voltage power source such as a battery and converts it into a high voltage current which is sent out in a pulse every second or two. Touching the fence causes the electricity to jump to the earth via whatever is in contact with it. This causes muscles to contract and is quite painful.
 
         For those of us without an understanding of physics, the best way to explain it is to think of electricity as water. If you had a large barrel of water sitting on the ground and attached a hosepipe, the water would drain out but without much force. That’s low voltage electricity.
 
         Now if you put the barrel up high, the water would come out with more force and you could spray it for quite a distance. That’s high pressure or voltage.
 
         Finally, if instead of a hosepipe you had just a pinhole in the hosepipe, then the water (high voltage electricity) would squirt for a distance but there wouldn’t be very much of it.
 
         That’s basically how the fence works: a very small amount of electricity but under pressure so it jumps a distance. Touching the fence is more painful to us than it is to a hen or a fox because they have the benefit of feathers or fur to act as an electrical insulator.
 
         While it is painful, it’s not a dangerous shock such as you could get from the household electric supply. The force behind the electricity is so small it’s supplied by torch batteries in small fences. Larger fences may be fed from a car battery and these can be charged up from small solar panels with some kits.
 
         Your poultry will learn very quickly (one or two shocks at most) not to touch the wire. Most foxes will leave the area after the first shock thinking something is attacking them and they’d best find easier prey elsewhere.
 
         The three main things to remember when using electric fencing are:  
         
 
              
            	Make sure the area isn’t overgrown as grass and weeds touching the wire may short the fencing. 
   
            
     
            	Regularly check the fence, energizer, insulators and earthing stake especially in wet weather. 
       
            
     
            	Do not use with any additional form of barbed wire fencing as your poultry may get caught up in it. 
 
         
 
         If you choose to have a permanent run, unless it is quite large, you will find that the lush grass can be quickly turned into mud, especially when keeping waterfowl. There are many things that can be used as run bases once this happens including wood chippings, landscape bark, straw, pea shingle, rubber chippings and new turf.
 
         Wood chippings and straw are cheap, but will need replacing regularly to keep the run fresh. Putting a garden mesh under the run cover will help it to last longer as it will prevent it sinking into the mud below and makes it easier to clean up when changing the base.
 
         Rubber chippings and pea shingle are washable and although initially more expensive they can be disinfected and reused so may prove more economical long term. The main problem with pea shingle is that it can be uncomfortable for the poultry if it is the only flooring texture available to them.
 
         Another option would be to regularly replace the turf within the run. This will keep the poultry happy but could prove to be expensive as, particularly in winter, they will decimate the vegetation if in a fixed area.
 
         If possible using a moving run is the best choice as it allows access to fresh vegetation and the birds can be moved before an area becomes over used or damaged.
 
         
BASIC EQUIPMENT
         
 
         Obviously your new poultry are going to need to eat and drink. Making sure they have the right-size feeders and drinkers is important. A feeder or drinker can cost as little as £2.50 for a plastic one or over £25 for a heavy-weight galvanized one.
         
 
         
Feeders
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