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Welcome!

When I was a kid, I never in a million years thought I would grow up to become a backyard chicken educator. Yet here I am, the self-proclaimed President of Chickenlandia. What is Chickenlandia? you ask. Well, the short answer is that it’s an educational resource for chicken keepers, named after my chicken yard. It includes my YouTube channel, my podcast, my blog, and my website.

Through these various forms of media, as well as in-person classes and seminars, I share my core philosophy:


	Chickens have an innate ability to thrive with very little overhead, and humans have an innate ability to care for them.

	We don’t need to purchase the most expensive feed or equipment to be good chicken keepers.

	If we can learn to raise chickens in a sustainable and inclusive way, we can actually change the world.
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As for the full story of Chickenlandia, which shaped my philosophy on chicken keeping and is why I decided to write this how-to book, it actually began so long ago that I wasn’t even there. In fact, I wasn’t even born yet. You might be surprised to learn that the first glimmer of Chickenlandia began several decades ago in another land, at the foot of a magnificent volcano called Chingo.

Straddling the border of Guatemala and El Salvador lies sleepy Chingo. With its smoky, deep jungle, Volcán Chingo is the breathtaking backdrop of a small and picturesque town called Jerez (pronounced hair-EZ). In the mid-1900s, my maternal great-grandparents were fortunate enough to own land in Jerez, which was at that time a remote village you could get to only by traveling through the mountains on horseback. My great-grandfather Alberto worked their land in Chingo’s rolling foothills. Its rich and fertile soil brought forth corn, beans, squash, and delicious tropical fruits. My great-­grandmother Maria was in charge of caring for the animals. It is my delight to tell you that she, of course, raised chickens.
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Volcán Chingo, near Jerez, Guatelama, where my maternal great-­grandparents lived




In Guatemala, during Maria and Alberto’s time, there were no large mills producing massive amounts of chicken feed. There were no prefabricated coops shipped across oceans or industrial farms crowding 10 birds in 4-by-4 cages. Back then, in Jerez, there were the people and their chickens, caring for each other in a perfect symbiotic relationship. When Maria and her family finished their traditional meals, they threw all that wasn’t consumed to the flock. The rest of their chickens’ diet consisted of what the chickens could find. Chickens back then pecked and scratched exactly as they do now, continuously searching for insects and foliage. At night, they slept in a tree. It worked.

Let’s fast-forward to 2011, when I brought home my first batch of baby chicks and fell swiftly in love. As any good chicken parent would do, I leaned into all the current books and blogs I could find in an effort to ensure their optimal health and happiness. I learned about what chicken feed is best, what to look for in a coop, and how to protect my birds from lurking predators.

My enthusiasm for my flock was so profound that eventually I was asked to teach a class on backyard chicken keeping at our local community college. That experience paved the way to other classes and seminars, my own website and blog, and my persona as the President of Chickenlandia on the “Welcome to Chickenlandia” YouTube channel and other social media. I never planned to become a backyard chicken educator, but my passion for it turned out to be limitless. It still is.

In 2017, I delivered a TEDx Talk at Western Washington University called “I Dream of Chickens.” The talk focused on how we can use our relationship with chickens to better understand each other as human beings. When I was doing research for my talk, I learned a great deal about the traditional ways in which chickens have been and are being raised across the globe. I hadn’t touched on these practices in my classes or seminars, but I found them fascinating, valid, and important to know about. The most notable thing I realized is how often humans have persisted through severe conditions with the assistance of the incredibly adaptable chicken. Through war, famine, and other hardships, chickens have not only been by our side, but have also played a critical role in helping us to endure it all. It’s been a beneficial relationship that is as captivating as it is heartwarming.

To be honest, at the time, the traditional ways of keeping chickens seemed like a whimsical dream to me. Of course, I respected these practices and was curious about them, just as I am curious about all ancestral ways, but they just didn’t seem relevant to me or my students. Since I’ve always referred to my chickens as beloved family pets, I thought the only way to care for them properly was to spend a lot of money. I had accepted the fact that I needed to have a certain level of income to be a good chicken keeper. I didn’t understand that I could embrace a more sustainable and inclusive way of keeping chickens while also cherishing them as much as I do.

But then, everything changed.

Sometimes, there are shared experiences engraved so deeply into our timeline that we forever refer to life in terms of before and after that event. The COVID pandemic that hit the United States with full force in March 2020 was one such event. By the time it fully emerged in the United States, the pandemic had already been traveling throughout the world, blanketing the collective consciousness like a tsunamic wave. Here in the United States, we could see the ripples. The rumblings were beneath us. But in our naivety (mine included), we had no idea of the impact it would have.

I spent a lot of time with my chickens that first month, breathing, crying, and being really afraid.

Throughout social media, worried questions echoed across screens. How will we get through this? How will this affect our children? How can we stop feeling so hopeless? As the anguish dragged on and our disparities reached a tipping point, this collective anxiety turned to anger. I witnessed friends turn against friends, family against family, and a divide grow so deep that I began to wonder if it would ever heal. I’m only one person, I thought. How can I find the light at the end of this turmoil when all I know about is caring for pet chickens?

From that place of desperation, the memory of Alberto and Maria arose in me. I remembered that so long ago, as they farmed their little piece of land, a democratically elected president was overthrown, and their nation crumbled into civil war. Crime took over the streets, malnutrition stole the lives of both the young and old, and there was a horrific genocide of the Indigenous Guatemalan people. Their country experienced anguish that I can’t even begin to imagine. It was so great that my mother and father, who lived in Guatemala City, reluctantly left the only home they knew and moved to the United States sight unseen. Yet Maria and Alberto remained steadfast on their land. Is there something about their traditional ways that could help us through our current chaos?

I’d been working on this book for quite some time, but after the pandemic hit, I decided to go back and change many things about it. How I understand chicken keeping now is so different from how I understood it only a few years ago. I’ve learned that in unstable times, a communal shift toward sustainability is more necessary than ever. This means that self-sufficient practices must not be limited to those who reside on big plots of land or enjoy a certain income level.
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My great-grandmother, Maria Teresa Moran Cotto (at top), and my great-grandfather, Alberto Cotto Aguilar, raised chickens in Jerez, Guatemala, in the mid-1900s.





To keep chickens is to participate in something that is part of our collective history.

From the suburbs to the big cities, I want to see people of all tax brackets, races, and cultures experiencing the joys and benefits of chicken keeping. By sharing a hybrid of modern and traditional practices, I hope this book can increase the accessibility and sustainability of chicken keeping in a more impactful way.

In the following pages, you will notice that I’ve chosen not to label the method of chicken keeping I teach. My reasoning is this: My aim is not only to keep things simple but also to serve as a reminder that the way many of our ancestors existed with the land and their animals was not a method they read about and decided to use; it was simply who they were. Many of their farming practices are now being “discovered” as worthy, or even rebranded and introduced as new ideas. I cannot claim that the ideas I share are a new discovery, and I don’t wish to call what I teach anything other than chicken keeping, because that’s what it is. I am not married to any one idea or system. I simply seek to reconnect you with something that was always there, within you.

To me, chickens aren’t just livestock. They are an heirloom passed down by both my ancestors and yours. To keep chickens is to participate in something that is part of our collective history; it’s a common link that not only reflects how we as humans have chosen to live but also how we’ve managed to survive. That’s why the story of Chickenlandia isn’t just mine; it belongs to all of us. As good tales go, it continues to change and collect meaning. In the time of Maria and Alberto, Chickenlandia began with a wish for peace in an uncertain world. What wish will chicken keeping hold for you?

Welcome to Chickenlandia. Welcome to where you’ve always belonged. Let’s get started.
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The Chicken and Human Reunion

When the backyard chicken bug first bit me, I was eager to pick out breeds, research coop design, and plan for my first flock of baby chicks. Thankfully, I had an experienced mentor who brought my attention to some preliminary questions that were important for me to answer before I started planning in earnest. To save you from any unpleasant surprises, I suggest you explore the poultry laws in your area and examine solutions to any pushback you might face from your neighbors. It’s also essential that we go over the unfortunate dilemma of backyard roosters, and why you should, shouldn’t, or simply can’t keep them.



[image: A woman carrying a chicken through her garden]




Looking Back to Go Forward

Did you grow up around chickens? I didn’t. Like many of you, I grew up separated from my food. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner were reflected to me not in the barnyard, but on a small, bulbous screen with memorable jingles and characters meant to catch a child’s eye. My mother, an incredible cook, whipped up fragrant Guatemalan dishes between her shifts as a data-entry employee. But I didn’t want those traditional meals. I wanted what was in the commercials. I used to sit alone on my porch and wonder why we couldn’t be like my friends’ families, the “otherness” of my existence palpable. Among the neighborhood ambience was a rooster’s crow, barely audible in the distance. It was like a call to something I once knew about but could no longer understand.

I was born in the seventies and lived my entire childhood and teenage life in a small suburb of Dallas, Texas, called Duncanville. Even though we were considered poor, I have fond memories of the humble neighborhood I lived in. My best friend and her family lived just a few houses down from ours, and there was a beautiful little park within walking distance called South Side Park. I wasn’t allowed to go to South Side without an adult, but my best friend’s family had more lenient rules, so she and I would go there from her house almost daily (sorry, Mom).
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Four-year-old me in front of my childhood home




There, among the oak and redbud trees, we would announce visions of our future as children do. “I’m going to change the world!” I used to proclaim. There were deafening cicadas, horny toads, tiny snakes, and grasses that went up to our waists. When we were near the pond we would tread lightly for fear of water moccasins, the legend of the one kid who was chased and bitten always fresh on our minds. We never did see one.

At the farthest end of the park, past a small strip of forest, there was what my family referred to as a “rich” neighborhood called Swan Ridge. Sometimes we would get fairly close to that section of the park’s edge, but it always felt like that was the one line we should never cross. It’s funny because some of my closest friends over the years lived in that so-called fancy neighborhood, but I never walked to their houses, and they never walked to mine. It was clear there was more than a park between us. Riding to each other’s houses in a car instilled that invisible partition.

On the closest edge of the park, on the other side of a baseball diamond, there was an unkempt alleyway lined with the mismatched fencing of other people’s backyards. One plot was particularly overgrown; the dry grass was probably 3 feet tall. You could see various discarded objects, like a rusted lawn mower, a child’s faded ride-on toy, and some kind of makeshift wooden box. What I remember the most about this particular home is the sound that came from it. You couldn’t see the feathers through the foliage, but you could hear the hens singing and the rooster’s proud crow.

I don’t know what the laws concerning chicken keeping were in my neighborhood or Duncanville in general. But I do know that no one in our neighborhood was about to complain about a rooster crowing. I also know that if that same rooster had existed in Swan Ridge, he would have been evicted in short order. Why is that? At what point did the idea of raising chickens symbolize poverty and the so-called lower class? When I was just getting started in my chicken-keeping journey and telling everyone who would listen about it, I literally had someone laugh and say, “Dalia, this isn’t Guatemala!” No, it isn’t. But maybe it’s time we took some lessons from those of lesser means.


Can You Even “Chicken”?

At a critical point in US history, those who lived in urban areas were separated from their food. This separation started in the 1920s, when public health agencies began outlawing livestock within city limits. Their reasoning was valid; there were justifiable concerns regarding public health and safety. But this is also when large-scale factory farming entered the scene, with the chicken as its first victim. Why were factory farms the solution for feeding us, when chickens are versatile and can be kept responsibly and considerately in a backyard or community setting? I can’t help but think that if we had focused our laws on solutions that didn’t line the pockets of the few, we would be in a much better position now. But there’s still time to change things, and you can be part of the solution.



[image: ]


There’s no reason chickens can’t once again become part of the urban land­scape, as they are in this photo from the early 1900s.




So here’s my first question to you, and it’s super important: Are you allowed to have chickens where you live?

If the answer is yes, that’s awesome! If the answer is yes but you can’t have a rooster, that’s not quite as awesome but it’s better than nothing. If the answer is no, we definitely have some work to do.

To find out what the laws are in your area, you will need to check your municipal codes. You can find these on your local government’s website, where there should be a section regarding animals and livestock. Make sure you read very carefully, as there will be lots of legalese that can get confusing. An alternative (yet sometimes less reliable) option is to call the main office number to find out the rules. If keeping chickens is illegal in your area, here are some easy steps you can do to work on changing things.


	
1. If you know anyone in your local government office, talk to them first. Having an ally and a direct line of communication can be very helpful when figuring out what steps to take specific to your area. It could also tip the scales in your favor when it counts.

	
2. Find out what the laws are in neighboring counties. It will be good to have examples of how chicken keeping can be workable and beneficial to your city or town.

	
3. Put feelers out on social media for others in your area who would also like to see the law changed, and ask them to join the effort.

	
4. Gather information and favorable testimony regarding the main concerns about chickens, which are usually noise, smell, rodents, and property value.

	
5. Petition the city council for an ordinance change and be prepared to compromise. You may have to start small with the knowledge that the steps you take now can change the future ordinances of your town and the nation.





Common Arguments against Keeping Chickens

As you set out to change your town’s laws, it’s important to know the arguments you will come up against from people who want to keep chickens out of their neighborhoods. As a compassionate President of Chickenlandia, it’s important for me to try to understand where other people are coming from and put my educator’s hat on rather than simply invalidating their concerns. I urge you to do the same, although I understand how frustrating these baseless arguments can be. So let’s break down the top three.



[image: ]


Chickens can be kept responsibly and considerately in a backyard or community setting.




Chickens Attract Rodents

Contrary to what many might think, rodents—especially mice and rats—are literally everywhere. I live next to a forested area, and every night I can almost guarantee their presence to some degree. Even in large cities, the rat has effortlessly inherited every nook and cranny, an expert at cleaning up after their most forthcoming host: the human. In short, everywhere there are people there are rodents, and beyond that, there are still rodents!

Though generally underappreciated, the rat is essential to the delicate balance of our ecosystem. Who else is going to clean up all that leftover pizza in the New York City subway? In the city and country, rats keep insect populations in check, clean up decaying material, and contribute to the diets of other animals in the natural world. The fact that we don’t see their value doesn’t change their contribution to our lives. The truth is, these animals really don’t become a problem until we create the right conditions for an infestation.

There is no denying that mice and rats love chicken feed, kitchen scraps, and even chicken droppings, but they also love bird feeders and compost bins, though the latter two are rarely outlawed or acknowledged as a problem. The good news is that mindful husbandry, strategic feeding, and securing your flock’s feed can decrease a rodent’s temptation to start a family in your backyard. Also, you can administer kitchen scraps in a way that rodents can’t access them, thus deterring the rodents. In short, if we take the right steps, our neighbors can rest assured that these “pests” will remain out of sight and mind.


Chickens Stink

A properly kept chicken coop and run should not smell, period. Yes, chicken poop is stinky when fresh and when you’re up close and personal. But if the chicken keeper maintains good practices, the smell, unlike the odor of dog poop, isn’t lingering or far-reaching. Also, unlike dog poop, chicken poop can be easily transformed into a rich fertilizer, which you can then use to grow delicious vegetables. This is not to knock dogs! I have four rescue dogs (yes, you read that right: four) that I love dearly. I just want to bring attention to the arbitrariness of a portion of society’s negative feelings toward chickens. My first chicken coop was in the same place for over 10 years, and I never had a complaint regarding smell or anything else, for that matter. With the right rules and oversight, everyone can coexist peacefully with chickens.
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Chicken droppings and bedding can be transformed into rich fertilizer.





Chickens Are Noisy

Well, yes, they can be. Even in the absence of roosters, hens can start singing their “egg song” rather early and in fact be quite loud regarding their accomplishments. But let’s talk about chicken sounds in comparison with other neighborhood sounds that are generally accepted. A barking dog can reach upwards of 100 decibels (dB), while a lawn mower can achieve around 90 dB. A motorcycle engine is around 96 dB, and a child screaming while playing can be up to 120 dB! The hen song by contrast is around 70 dB. I’m not even mentioning the usual city sounds like sirens, horns, and eccentric people shouting. Hens don’t sing all day long. So why, exactly, is their specific sound an issue?
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Chatty hens are a reality, but their noises can enhance a dynamic neighborhood ambience.




If you find out that you can have chickens, make sure to ask if there are any restrictions in number, and what the rules are regarding roosters. Find out if there are any guidelines you must follow as far as coop and run placement, size, and appearance. Find out what the penalties could be should you fail to meet the requirements, and what might happen if a neighbor complains about your flock. Get all the information you can before you get those first baby chicks so that you don’t find yourself in a difficult situation later.



Cock-a-doodle—DON’T?

It’s quite likely that in your research you’ve discovered that roosters aren’t allowed in your town or city. You may or may not agree with this, but I’m going to go out on a limb and express why I think we absolutely need roosters to crow in all neighborhoods across the nation. I hope you’ll bear with me and keep an open mind (and open ears).

Roosters get an exceptionally bad rap among those who don’t live in the country. I promise I’m not about to speak poorly of city-dwellers. I mean, I’m from the suburbs and have lived in many cities, but I know that urban feelings about roosters are notoriously misguided. When people talk about roosters crowing in their neighborhood, you would think it was the screech of some malevolent alien species coming to devour their sleep. Yet the call of a full-grown, standard-size rooster lands at around 90 dB. That’s about the same noise level or less than you’d get from a barking dog. So tell me again how this specific sound is somehow the loudest thing ever?

The undesirability of roosters creates an unfortunate dilemma for hatcheries, the companies that supply baby chicks to farm stores, farms, and individuals. Hatching eggs have about a 50 percent male hatch rate. Have you ever wondered what happens to the male chicks that are in far less demand? It’s something that I don’t like to think about. Honestly, I don’t even discuss it much in my teachings because there aren’t a lot of options available for those who can’t have roosters but also don’t feel comfortable eating unwanted birds. So I’m stuck, and so are the hatcheries, which I’m sure would rather have more options as well. I’ve also comforted many families who were forced to give away their pet roosters due to complaining neighbors and/or city laws. I would love to see that change.

If you aren’t allowed to have chickens where you live and you’re working on changing the laws, you will likely need to make some compromises. This might mean crafting regulations that exclude roosters, and that’s okay for now. Hopefully, in the near future, I can update this chapter to celebrate the inclusion of hens and roosters in every neighborhood of the country.

I’ve had to make a lot of changes in my life as of late, most of which I never thought I would have to make. Change is difficult, but it is more necessary than ever in our current times. When I think about the inaccessibility of chickens in the city and suburbs, I see more than just an inconvenience. I see a system working toward keeping us separated from something essential, not only to us as people but also to the earth we live on. We’ve been tricked into thinking that keeping chickens among us is a negative thing, and it’s time for us to shift our viewpoint even if it means being woken up early by the occasional cock-a-doodle-doo.

The fact that the human/chicken separation affects marginalized communities the most is not lost on me. But we can still make it right. In my mind, a rooster’s crow is the sound of old wisdom returning and an old wound healing. It’s the sound of a more sustainable future for our children. Let it ring in a new beginning for all of us.
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A rooster’s crow can be the sound of a new beginning.
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Planning for Chickens with All Living Things in Mind


The first questions I’m usually asked when someone is preparing for their first flock are probably the same ones you’re wondering about. What breeds are the quietest? What breeds are the tamest? Which breeds lay the most eggs? These are all great questions, and I’ll answer them in this chapter. But now that I’m several years into this chicken thing, I’ve realized that when someone is in the planning phase, it’s of the utmost importance that they understand how all their decisions might affect the natural world. While I’m not completely against the use of synthetic medications or pesticides when absolutely necessary, my goal is to reconnect people with practices that are more natural, sustainable, and in line with what our ­ancestors did. 
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Your Yard Is an Ecosystem

If you were to walk outside and into your yard right now, no matter how large or small it is or the amount of concrete or plant life it contains, you would immediately be immersed in a delicate ecosystem. Sure, there are human-made items there—perhaps a set of lawn chairs, a garden hose, or maybe even a gnome or two. But there is also a complex network of biotic (living) and natural abiotic (nonliving) things, each existing to create balance in your mini-world. And it doesn’t stop with your yard. If you were to take a peek over your neighbor’s fence (I don’t recommend actually doing this), you would find another ecosystem tightly connected with yours, and so on and so forth. In fact, our whole planet is one big ecosystem. 

As you embark on planning your flock, I want to first introduce you to the idea that once you bring chickens home, they become part of the ecosystem in your backyard and beyond. There are both natural and human-made ecosystems, the former being things like oceans, prairies, and forests; the latter, things such as cities, gardens, and farms. The problem with many human-made ecosystems today is that they don’t make much of an effort to create a working relationship with nature, and thus they tend to disrupt the natural world rather than cooperate with it.

You will inevitably alter the natural patterns of your area through your chicken-­keeping practice since you are introducing non-native animals and building human-made structures in which to house them. But it is my hope that ultimately your practices will cooperate with and respect the environment all of us live in, just as many human practices have done throughout history and some still do throughout the world. I think this will offer the most benefit for you, your chickens, and the earth.
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The ecosystem of a chicken yard includes essential members of the microworld such as bacteria, fungi, and protozoa.




Some of the members of your backyard ecosystem that could be affected by your chicken-keeping practices are so tiny that you can’t even see them with the naked eye. Their size, however, does not reflect the magnitude of their importance. All over the earth, in our chickens’ bodies, and even in our own bodies, there is an invisible universe of microorganisms such as bacteria, fungi, and protozoa, and we have only scraped the surface of their significance.

As you become more familiar with mainstream poultry practices, you will inevitably hear about pesticides, antibiotics, and other synthetic medications that are commonly recommended and used. What is not widely discussed is how these substances can disturb the fragile microbiomes of our environment and create an imbalance in our local ecosystems and beyond. We can see this problem on a large scale when observing the effects of modern agribusiness’s overuse of antibiotics, which has resulted in the proliferation of antibiotic-resistant bacteria.


Six Rules for Mindful Chicken Keeping

The following is a list of commonsense rules that take into account the benefits of all living things. Think of these as a foundation for all the practices we will dive into. While it’s best to keep these considerations in mind when you get your first chicks, it’s never too late to evolve the way you keep chickens.


	
1.  Listen to your heart. When in doubt, follow your intuition. Remember that humans have been keeping chickens for thousands of years and this ancient knowledge exists within you.

	
2.  Chickens belong outside in nature. Let your flock have contact with the ­natural world from chick to old age. That’s where they have existed for millennia, and it’s where they are supposed to be today.

	
3.  Focus on balance. Health is attained in a balanced state. Keeping your flock’s emotions, environment, and nutrition balanced is the key to avoiding issues.

	
4.  Choose natural options whenever possible. Synthetic medicines and pesticides have a time and place, but they shouldn’t be your first option unless they’re your only option. Natural methods and modalities are generally less disruptive to life and the environment.

	
5.  Choose practices that are compassionate. Making compassionate choices for your flock extends to your fellow humans and all the creatures of the earth.

	
6.  Live in harmony with wildlife, big and small. The ecosystem in your chicken yard is complex and intelligent. Seek to limit disturbing it.





Terms and Considerations for Beginners

Now that you’ve made a commitment regarding how you want to keep chickens, there are some crucial things you need to consider before you take the plunge into chicken-hood. None of this is meant to discourage you, but as someone who rescues chickens and volunteers at my local Humane Society, I have known too many abandoned hens and roosters. I’m also painfully aware of the numerous roosters that get dumped in the woods in the spring and summer when new (and experienced) chicken keepers realize they have a crower on their hands. These things are tough for me to witness, but as I’ve stated before, my priority is not to judge, but rather to educate. I hope that in sharing the following information, you can also help to spread awareness.
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