
how to look after chickens
How to look after chickens is an essential topic for anyone interested in
raising these delightful birds. Chickens can be a rewarding addition to your
homestead or backyard, providing fresh eggs and even companionship. However,
ensuring their health and happiness requires some knowledge and preparation.
This article will cover the key aspects of chicken care, from housing and
feeding to health management and social behavior.

Creating a Suitable Environment

The first step in looking after chickens is to provide them with a safe and
comfortable living environment. Chickens require a coop and a run where they
can roam freely during the day.

Choosing or Building a Coop

When selecting or building a coop, consider the following factors:

1. Size: Each chicken needs at least 4 square feet of space inside the coop
and 10 square feet in the run.
2. Ventilation: Proper airflow is vital to prevent respiratory issues. Ensure
there are windows or vents that can be opened in warmer weather.
3. Security: Protect your chickens from predators by using sturdy materials
like hardware cloth and ensuring the coop is secure at night.
4. Nesting Boxes: Provide one nesting box for every 3-4 hens to encourage
laying and to keep them comfortable.
5. Roosting Bars: Chickens prefer to roost off the ground at night. Install
roosting bars at least 2 feet off the ground.

Outdoor Space

In addition to the coop, chickens need a safe outdoor area to explore. Here
are some considerations for their run:

- Fencing: Use a strong fence that is at least 6 feet high to deter
predators. Burying the bottom of the fence can prevent digging.
- Shade and Shelter: Ensure there are shaded areas and shelters to protect
them from extreme weather.
- Dust Bath: Provide a designated area with dust for chickens to bathe, which
helps keep their feathers clean and free of pests.



Feeding Your Chickens

Proper nutrition is crucial for the health and productivity of your chickens.
A well-balanced diet will ensure they produce high-quality eggs and maintain
good health.

Commercial Feed

Most chicken keepers opt for commercial feed, which is formulated to meet the
dietary needs of chickens. There are different types of feed based on the age
and purpose of the chickens:

- Starter Feed: High in protein, this feed is suitable for chicks up to 8
weeks old.
- Grower Feed: For pullets or chickens between 8 weeks and 20 weeks, this
feed supports growth without excess protein.
- Layer Feed: Once hens start laying eggs, switch to layer feed, which
contains extra calcium for strong eggshells.

Supplementary Foods

In addition to commercial feed, chickens benefit from supplementary foods.
Consider the following:

- Grains: Allowing chickens to forage for grains like corn or wheat can be
beneficial.
- Vegetables and Fruits: Chickens enjoy scraps of vegetables and fruits, such
as lettuce, carrots, and apples.
- Protein Sources: Occasionally offer protein sources like mealworms or
kitchen scraps (avoid anything moldy or harmful).

Water Supply

Always ensure your chickens have access to clean, fresh water. During hot
weather, check their water supply frequently to prevent dehydration.

Health and Wellbeing

Maintaining the health of your chickens is paramount for their wellbeing and
productivity. Regular health checks and good practices can help prevent
illness.



Regular Health Checks

Conduct routine checks on your chickens to identify any potential health
issues. Look for the following signs:

- Feather Condition: Healthy chickens have smooth, shiny feathers. Look for
signs of feather loss or irritation.
- Eyes and Beak: Clear eyes and a clean beak indicate good health.
- Behavior: Active, social chickens are usually healthy. Isolate any chicken
that shows signs of lethargy or distress.

Vaccinations and Medications

Consult with a veterinarian about appropriate vaccinations for your chickens,
especially if they are raised in a flock. Common vaccinations include:

- Marek's Disease
- Newcastle Disease
- Infectious Bronchitis

Also, be prepared to treat common ailments such as:

- Worm infestations: Regular deworming can prevent issues.
- Coccidiosis: Monitor for symptoms such as lethargy and diarrhea, and treat
promptly.

Pest Control

Chickens can be susceptible to pests like mites and lice. Implement
preventive measures:

- Regular Cleaning: Keep the coop clean by removing waste and bedding
regularly.
- Dusting: Use diatomaceous earth in nesting boxes and dust baths to control
pests.

Social Behavior and Handling

Chickens are social animals and thrive in a flock environment. Understanding
their social behavior is essential for their wellbeing.



Introducing New Chickens

If you plan to add new chickens to your flock, do so gradually. Follow these
steps:

1. Quarantine: Keep new chickens separate for at least 30 days to avoid
introducing diseases.
2. Gradual Introduction: After quarantine, introduce new chickens in a
neutral space to prevent territorial disputes.
3. Observe: Monitor interactions for signs of aggression or stress.

Handling Chickens

Regular handling can help your chickens become friendly and easier to manage.
Keep these tips in mind:

- Gentle Handling: Always approach chickens calmly and gently. Support their
bodies properly when picking them up.
- Consistency: Spend time with your chickens daily to build trust and reduce
stress during handling.
- Treats: Offering treats can create positive associations, making them more
approachable.

Conclusion

Looking after chickens can be a fulfilling endeavor that enhances your
backyard or homestead. By ensuring they have a safe and comfortable living
environment, providing proper nutrition, monitoring their health, and
understanding their social behaviors, you can raise happy and productive
chickens. With a little effort and dedication, you will enjoy the rewards of
fresh eggs and the companionship of these delightful birds. Whether you are a
novice or an experienced chicken keeper, the key to success lies in
continuous learning and adaptation to the needs of your flock.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the basic needs of chickens for proper
care?
Chickens need adequate shelter, food, water, space to roam, and protection
from predators. A clean coop and access to outdoor areas are essential.



How often should I clean the chicken coop?
The chicken coop should be cleaned at least once a week, but more frequent
cleanings may be necessary in warmer months or if you have a large flock.

What is the best diet for backyard chickens?
A balanced diet for chickens includes layer pellets or crumbles, fresh fruits
and vegetables, grains, and access to grit. Calcium supplements like crushed
oyster shells are also important for laying hens.

How can I prevent my chickens from getting bored?
To prevent boredom, provide enrichment such as perches, dust baths, toys, and
opportunities to forage for insects and greens. Rotate these items to keep
their environment stimulating.

What are common health issues in chickens and how
can I prevent them?
Common health issues include respiratory infections, mites, and egg-laying
problems. Regular health checks, a clean living environment, a proper diet,
and vaccinations can help prevent these problems.

How much space do chickens need to live comfortably?
Chickens require at least 4 square feet per bird in the coop and 10 square
feet in the run to ensure they have enough space to move and exhibit natural
behaviors.

What temperature is ideal for keeping chickens?
Chickens are comfortable in temperatures between 65°F and 75°F (18°C to
24°C). In extreme heat or cold, provide extra ventilation or heating as
necessary.

How can I tell if my chickens are happy and healthy?
Happy and healthy chickens are active, curious, and social. They have bright
eyes, clean feathers, and a normal appetite. Watch for signs of distress like
lethargy or unusual vocalizations.

Should I provide my chickens with access to free-
range areas?
Yes, allowing chickens to free-range provides them with natural behaviors
such as foraging and dust bathing, which contributes to their overall health
and happiness.
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