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Happy hens in 
the backyard

This guide is focused around the needs of urban 
backyard chicken-keepers whether currently 
owning hens or wanting to own hens. You may 
have recently purchased hens and need to be 
confident that you are able to keep them healthy 
and laying well over the long term. That means 
that this guide has been written with one main 
goal in mind - to support you in keeping healthy 
backyard hens that lay regular, delicious eggs.

This guide is for people who want their 
backyard chickens as a productive pet that will 
not only provide entertainment and company 
but also sustain them along with their backyard 

environment be it lawn or garden. Within the 
pages of this guide you will find information 
and advice on the different breeds of chicken, 
what they eat, what can make them sick, 
predators, how they should be housed and other 
information that will help you succeed.

This guide is not for chicken fanciers or 
enthusiasts who would like to exhibit their hens 
and own hens primarily for showing. The needs 
and goals of this group are very different to most 
backyard chicken keepers wanting a friendly 
yet highly productive pet that requires little 
maintenance.
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CHAPTER 1
What hen should I buy?

“What hen should I buy?”  This is one of 

the first and most basic questions asked by 

those wanting to buy a good backyard laying 

hen. For some who have ended-up owning 

chickens after their kinder or primary school’s 

“Chicken appreciation program”, the question 

may be “What chicken do I now own?”.

It’s important to know exactly what type of 

chicken you have along with its breed otherwise 

you can be in for a rude surprise. Some chickens 

are roosters (cockerels), which won’t endear you 

to your neighbours or council while some breeds 

of hen are poor layers but big eaters! Other 

breeds are only good for meat and will have poor 

health if kept for long.

Different chicken 
breeds
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Meat and egg chickens - 
what’s the difference?

Chickens that have been bred for eggs have 

very different qualities to chickens bred for meat. 

It’s important to know what the main differences 

are between them so that you aren’t disappointed 

after buying your chickens only to find out they 

aren’t doing what you expected.

In Australia the commercial meat chicken 

is called a “broiler” and tends to be either a 

Cobb or a Ross breed with both being hybrids 

and poor egg layers. Broiler chickens can be 

roosters or hens depending on market demands 

and are “harvested” at between five and seven 

weeks of age. Commercial egg-laying breeds are 

exclusively hens and tend to be either a Hy-Line 

Brown or ISA Brown breed.

Laying hens grow at a much slower rate than 

meat chickens with most commercial layers 

reaching a maximum body weight of 2kg at 

around 30 weeks of age. Broilers on the other 

hand, will grow rapidly from a day old chick to 

reach around 2kg at just five weeks of age and 

over 3kg at around seven weeks.

Laying hens only start to produce their first 

eggs between 18 to 24 weeks of age but the 

Cobb and the Ross broilers won’t get anywhere 

near their potential laying age of around 21 

weeks (if hens). Most broiler breeds also need 

careful feed and health management to be 

capable of laying eggs at all.

Pure breed Vs Hybrid 
Chickens

Pure breed chickens are those chickens that 

have evolved over the past few thousand years 

with no human influence in their breeding. They 

have stayed in their natural flocks of the same 

breed and developed their own unique quirks 

Broiler 
chickens

Layer 
hens
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and qualities. Hybrids on the other hand, are 

chickens that have been carefully bred by dedicated 

breeders and geneticists over time. The aim of 

these breeding programs is to produce breeds 

that combine a range of different qualities that are 

important to us humans. 

In the case of egg chickens, specific qualities 

such as temperament, broodiness, shell colour, 

egg production frequency, egg quality, egg size and 

feed conversion ratio (how well the bird converts 

feed into eggs). In the case of meat chickens, 

qualities such as the physical size of the bird, 

flavour of the meat, growth rate and feed conversion 

ratio (how well the bird converts feed into meat).

Hybrid egg chickens tend to be used exclusively 

by commercial egg farmers and egg-loving 

backyard keepers due to the qualities mentioned 

above and they are the most efficient egg-

producing chickens available in the world. Pure 

breeds are kept more by individuals who don’t 

rely so much on eggs but like to have a variety of 

chickens of different colours, shapes and sizes 

for their personal enjoyment or for showing.

To receive a printable, full sized poster of 
all the different chicken breeds in Australia 
right now just:

• Scan this QR code with your 
Smartphone/Tablet App or 

• Text the word: Breed to 0419 581 455

Chicken breeds in Australia
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Different laying hens
Laying hens are as the name suggests, hens 

that lay eggs. For the purposes of this guide, we 

will focus on the main egg laying breeds of hen 

used in Australia rather than pure-breed hens or 

broiler chickens.

The physical size of the hen is of critical 

importance to egg farmers as the larger the 

bird the more it will tend to eat. As high-quality 

chicken feed is expensive but essential in 

producing large numbers of high-quality eggs, 

large breeds of hen are simply too expensive 

to feed. For this reason, there are four excellent 

egg laying breeds of hen available in Australia 

but only two are used to produce eggs for the 

market. Both of the commercially-farmed breeds 

are hybrids and are relatively small in size yet 

are prolific layers of good quality eggs.

The Hy-Line Brown

The American company Hy-Line International 

was founded in 1936 and is now the largest 

supplier of egg-laying hens in the world. Their 

Hy-Line Brown hen is now used by the majority 

of egg farmers and an increasing number of 

backyard chicken keepers in Australia.

Hy-Line Brown facts:

• Lays around 360 eggs in its first year/
season

• Lays good quality brown shelled eggs

• Very placid and friendly

• Grows to a maximum weight of around 1.9kg

• Produces eggs with strong shells and 
excellent internal egg quality

• Best feed to egg efficiency of all layer 
hens

Hy-Line
Brown

Hen with 
eggs
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The ISA Brown

The French ISA Brown hen (Institut de 

Selection Animale), is a hybrid breed developed 

in 1978. It is now widely used around the world 

due to the number of eggs it lays and quality of 

its eggs.

ISA Brown facts:

• Lays around 320 eggs in its first year/
season

• Lays good quality brown shelled eggs

• Grows to a maximum weight of around 
2kg

• Very good feed to egg conversion rate

The Australian Australorp

The Australian Australorp is a breed of hen 

developed right here in Australia. They are good 

layers but are quite a large bird so tend to eat 

relatively more than the ISA or Hy-Line Browns.

• Lays around 300 eggs in its first year/
season

• Lays brown shelled eggs

• A relatively large chicken up to 3.5kg in 
weight

• Not a great feed to egg conversion rate 
so not used by egg farmers

The White Leghorn

The White Leghorn is a breed with origins in 

Tuscany, Italy. It was popular as a commercial, 

white egg layer in the 70’s and 80’s. When white 

eggs became less popular it was replaced by the 

ISA Brown and Hy-Line Brown breeds.

ISA 
Brown

Australorp
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• Lays around 280 eggs in its first year/
season

• Lays white shelled eggs

• Grows to a maximum weight of around 
2.3kg

• Flighty and not great around adults or 
children

Ideal backyard laying 
hens

If you are wanting to own a friendly, high-

quality laying hen that won’t cost too much to 

feed it is hard to look past the Hy-Line Brown. 

Not only are they great with children but they will 

lay an egg nearly every day in their first year of 

laying.

Since the age of two, my daughter Bella has 

picked up and carried any of our Hy-Line hens 

that have gone “walkabout” on the farm and has 

never been pecked or scratched. She is now very 

comfortable with all animals and her experience 

with our Hy-Line hens has definitely helped.

The egg quality from a Hy-Line Brown hen 

is also excellent if fed on a high quality diet in 

conjunction with good, green pasture. One of the 

key reasons why Hy-Line developed the bird was 

for its internal egg quality with clear, firm egg 

white and large creamy yolks.

White 
Leghorn

One year old 
Hy-Line Brown
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The Hy-line hen’s consumption of feed is also 

very low for its egg production which means 

it is very efficient with converting nutrients 

and energy into eggs. Egg farmers (like me), 

understand that this ability sustains their 

business but it also means that backyard Hy-

Line owners can greatly reduce feeding and egg 

purchasing costs over time.

Chicks or pullets?
Some people like the idea of raising a baby 

chicken or “chick” which may range in age 

between one day old and a few weeks old. 

This is certainly possible but you will need to 

be prepared for a lot more work and risk when 

compared with buying a 16 to 18 week old 

“pullet”.

A pullet is a young hen that has not yet started 

to lay eggs. Pullets that are about to begin 

laying eggs are at the point of lay (POL), which 

Baby chicks
Bella returning a 
“walkabout” hen

High-quality 
eggs for 
breakfast Young pullets
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usually starts at around 16 weeks of age. Buying 

pullets from a good supplier will mean that 

they will have been given a complete range of 

vaccinations and treatments to ensure that they 

will be as healthy as possible over the long term. 

You will need to confirm that vaccinations have 

been done by asking for documentation showing 

vaccinations and treatments, administration 

dates and methods used when you first purchase 

your pullets. To see an example of the 
information that you should expect to 
receive when you buy your pullets just:

• Scan this QR code with your 
Smartphone/Tablet App or 

• Text the word: Pullet to 0419 581 455

Chicks, on the other hand will be susceptible 

to whatever bug comes along unless you do the 

vaccinations yourself or have a vet do them. Both 

options are expensive and require a thorough 

knowledge of what vaccinations and treatments 

to give along with how to give them.

Doing nothing is an option but a bad one if you 

want to keep your self-reared flock alive longer 

than it’s first contact with a common poultry 

disease. Many diseases won’t kill your chickens 

but can cause debilitating conditions that are 

painful and distressing.

Another problem with buying chicks is the 

difficulty of knowing what breed or sex it is. It 

can be hard enough for poultry enthusiasts to 

identify breed and sex in young chickens let 

alone a complete novice. We often hear stories 

from our customers about buying chicks or even 

pullets that turned-out to be roosters, different 

breeds to what they were told or hens that never 

laid an egg. 

Should I buy old hens?
A cheap way of getting started with back yard 

chickens is through buying older, ex-commercial 

laying hens which are normally over 18 months 

of age. They are called “spent” or even “rescued” 

hens and can be purchased for between one to 6 

dollars each.

It’s certainly a cheap way of getting started but 

is a poor option if you want a plentiful supply 

of good quality eggs. Spent hens tend to be 

from cage and barn laid “factory” farms hence 

the term “rescued” hens. These large, factory 

http://www.TalkingHens.com.au
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farms have huge numbers of hens that must be 

disposed of when they are 18 months old as 

their egg production slows down but not their 

expensive feed consumption. 

Spent hens look pale and bedraggled and tend 

to be missing a lot of their feathers due to their 

living conditions. Only a small fraction of the 

millions of factory hens are “rescued” and in 

no-way reduce the need for factory hens to be 

disposed of.

Getting your hens home 
and settled

 Once you have purchased your new hens you 

then need to get them safely home and settled-

in. Hens are good travelers and will be quiet 

and settled for the entire journey as long as you 

use a well-ventilated box or cage. The transport 

container doesn’t need to be too large as you 

don’t want them sliding around in it and they will 

feel more secure if in contact with each other.

If in the summer time or over about 20 degrees 

Celsius, keep your new hens inside your car with 

the air conditioning on if possible rather than 

in the boot and avoid any stop-overs or delays. 

Spent hen

Hens in 
transport 
container
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Once home, put them straight into their coop and 

run area with plenty of fresh water and feed.

Ideally, have them eat the same feed that they 

had been fed with when you purchased them 

until they start to lay eggs again (assuming 

they were being fed good layer feed when you 

purchased them). Anything that remains familiar 

to them will help them in settling-in and a 

change of feed is one of the larger shocks you 

can give them and often leads to a slow-down in 

egg laying.

New hens can also be more susceptible 

to health problems and ailments through a 

suppression of their immune system caused by 

the stress of relocation. Even a fully vaccinated 

hen can come down with a relatively minor bug 

more easily after relocation but will recover 

much faster than a non-vaccinated bird. You will 

need to support the health and wellbeing of new 

hens as much as possible in the first few weeks 

to allow them time to adjust and build resistance 

to bugs that already existed on your property.

Hens in a 
backyard 
coop
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Chapter 2
How many eggs?

When choosing how many hens you need to 

keep, you’ll need to carefully consider what you 

want from hen ownership. Different people have 

different needs for themselves or their families 

and it’s important to understand what will work 

best for your particular situation.

How many eggs do I 
need?

Firstly, how many eggs will you need? Consider 

how your eggs are consumed, either by you or 

in your family. Do you enjoy eating eggs just for 

breakfast or with all daily meals? Maybe you use 

a lot of eggs in your baking and cooking etc?

It might also be a good idea to ask your friends 

if they would be happy to take excess eggs. This 

could enable you to have an extra two or three 

Eggs are 
good!

Lots of 
eggs!
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Hens like 
holidays too!

hens in your home flock to cover times when 

some of the hens aren’t laying so well, such as 

during Winter, hot weather, sickness or scares 

from dogs etc.

Fortunately, eggs aren’t normally too hard to 

give away as they have so many uses and will 

only be in greater demand if your hens are fed 

well. Fresh eggs can safely be kept in the fridge 

for around four weeks so you can confidently 

give them away after a week or so.

How much time do you 
have?

Hens take time to look after and generally 

speaking, the more you have the more time you’ll 

need. Fortunately, keeping two or 10 hens won’t 

impact your time significantly with a good set-

up. An efficient set-up can make the difference 

between needing to spend ten minutes a day on 

hen management to just 10 minutes per week!

Time spent on the management of your hens 

will be affected greatly based on the choices 

you have made with your feeding and drinking 

equipment along with the design of your chicken 

coop and run. Getting good advice on the right 

set-up for your needs will greatly reduce any 

demands on your time.

You’ll need to consider what you will do with 

your hens when you go on holiday. Who will top-

up their feed and water and make sure they are 

safe? If your hens normally enjoy a roam in the 

Baking
Hens take 
time
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backyard you will need to look at how you can 

keep them happy in a more confined enclosure 

that is more secure. If you know a reliable friend 

or child, you might be able to have them check 

on your hens each day that you are away and you 

can easily reward them with fresh eggs.

It’s vital that you take the time to speak with 

your holiday carer about each activity or function 

that you perform with your hens so mistakes 

are kept to a minimum. Basic functions would 

include feeding, water and opening and closing 

the coop along with extra activities depending on 

the prevailing climatic conditions etc.

What the council will let 
you do

Most councils in Victoria allow the keeping of 

a limited number of hens without a permit. Some 

are more strict than others though so you’ll need 

to check if your area is exempt from needing a 

permit. Even if no permit is required, you will 

still need to know and comply with council 

regulations relating to backyard hen ownership.

I have documented a complete, alphabetical 

list of all councils in Victoria and how many hens 

they will allow you to keep without a permit along 

with links and contact details for the best person 

to call to find out more. You can find it at the fol-

lowing link on our Website: www.talkinghens.
com.au/blog/CouncilPermitsAndRegula-
tionsForBackyardChickens or download a 
pdf copy right now just:

• Scan this QR code with your 
Smartphone/Tablet App or 

• Text the word: Council to 0419 581 455

Be mindful that if you are thinking of keeping 

a rooster you’ll generally need permission 

from both your council and your neighbours! 

Fortunately, hens have no need for a rooster in 

order to lay eggs.

Victoria regions
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Keeping backyard 
hens is possible

The chicken 
“tractor”

Walking the 
hens

Chapter 3
How much land?

You need to consider how much land you 

have available for your new flock of hens. Hens 

don’t need a lot of room but still need some 

space to peck and play. You will also need to be 

mindful of areas where you don’t want your hens 

to eat or dig up (your vegetable garden!), and 

areas surrounding your property that could be 

dangerous for your hens to access.

How much land do I 
need?

For each hen you own you will need around one 

square metre of land (comfortable minimum), 

which will allow for a fixed coop and run area. 

The smaller Hy-Line and ISA Brown breeds 

will need relatively less room than many of the 

larger, pure breed hens which is a bonus if you 

live in a metropolitan area with limited space.

http://www.TalkingHens.com.au
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If you are planning to use a movable coop such 

as a chicken “tractor” you will need to make sure 

that it can be moved to fresh ground every week 

or two depending on the number of hens you 

have and the type of pasture. This might mean 

you need a minimum of four square metres per 

hen but you’ll be better able to manage that area 

and allow for pasture recovery time.

Protecting areas you 
don’t want destroyed

A hen’s natural behaviour is to dig, scratch and 

eat anything that isn’t carefully protected. This 

means that your precious vegetable garden is 

equally appealing to them as it is to you!

Carefully fence or otherwise protect areas 

that you don’t want your hens to access. If the 

condition of your lawn is important, you may 

want to have a fixed coop and run that uses a 

thick layer of wood shavings or straw in the run 

area to absorb droppings and provide digging 

and dust bathing material.

Adjoining areas and the 
Neighbours

It is important that you also consider what lurks 

next door whether it is unpleasant neighbors or 

an unpleasant pet that will happily eat your new 

hens. Take extra precautionary measures for 

higher risk areas and be aware of items leaning 

against your boundary fencing that could aid an 

escape.

The “fixed” 
chicken coop

Chickens love 
vegetables
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Any backyard areas that border parks, golf 

courses and other open areas will require much 

tighter security for your hens to protect them 

against foxes, dogs and feral cats. Also be aware 

of your council’s regulations when keeping hens 

in case a “feral” neighbour accuses them of 

causing offense in some way.

Some dogs will 
kill hens

Escaping hens 
might not return
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Chapter 4
How to house my hens?

Your hens need a home that protects them from 

bad weather, is comfortable enough for them to 

happily lay their eggs in and keeps predators at 

bay. Poorly constructed coops and runs along 

with poor building materials are leading causes 

of pest and predator entry!

Hen houses or chicken coops come in a wide 

range of sizes, types and building materials. 

Some can be moved (called chook or chicken 

tractors), while others stay in the same place. 

The type of hen house you choose will determine 

how much work you have to do so it is good to 

think carefully before you buy.

The chicken run

Open run area

Mr Fox 
loves 

chicken!

A chook 
tractor

Standard 
chicken coop
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Hen enjoying 
a dust bath

Fully 
enclosed 

run

The chicken “run” is the out-of-coop area 

where the hens can access grass, pasture or dirt 

areas. Some runs are completely enclosed and 

others are just fenced areas for the hens to roam.

Fully enclosed runs can be found on movable 

and fixed chicken coops and provide the best 

protection for your hens. Not only will they 

provide protection from predators they will also 

stop wild birds from eating feed and bringing in 

diseases and parasites.

Hens love to dig, scratch and dust bath in the 

run area and won’t take long to create holes 

and bare patches of ground. As mentioned 

previously, in order to avoid this undesirable 

outcome you should use a thick layer of sawdust 

or wood shavings in a fixed run.

If you have a movable chicken coop or chicken 

tractor, you just need to have a large enough 

area and move it regularly. It’s also a good idea 

to make them a dust bath from a low-sided 

container and place it in an area of the run that 

is protected from the weather. Make sure that the 

bath can be easily moved and ideally contain a 

mixture of tea tree mulch, wormwood and wood 

ash in it to repel insects such as lice and mites.

How long is your run?
The size of the run area needs to be calculated 

for both a movable run and a fixed run. Typically, 

you won’t need as much run area with a movable 

run as the hens won’t have time to dig deeply or 

Holes 
and bare 
patches
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for their droppings to build-up.

As a good rule of thumb, you’ll need about 1/4 

of a square metre (2500 square centimeters), 

per hen for a fixed run area but more is definitely 

better. For the movable run you can have a bit 

less than this at 1/6 of a square metre per hen 

(1666 square centimeters), assuming that you 

move the run regularly.

The more room you have the better but these 

are good “ballpark” figures. If you can safely let 

your hens roam outside of their run area now and 

again that is ideal as it will give them a new and 

interesting view of their world.

To move or not to 
move?

Luckily, hen droppings are great for your grass 

or garden as they are rich in nitrogen which 

grass loves along with other garden plants when 

composted with natural wood shavings/sawdust 

or straw. These materials contain carbon which 

is needed in the composting process and 

breaks the droppings down into sweet smelling 

goodness for your plants.

However, you do not want to let droppings 

build-up in any one place and particularly if 

they aren’t combined with a carbon source. With 

a fixed coop you need to place a thick layer of 

wood shavings/sawdust or straw in the run. This 

layer will help greatly to reduce ground damage 

and any odours along with providing the girls 

with plenty of enjoyment by digging and burying 

Hens on 
straw

Sweet smelling 
goodness for 
plants

Hen enjoying an 
interesting view
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No place 
for a jog!

themselves in it. It will also provide you with 

great compost over time that can be used in your 

garden.

If you invest in a movable hen house, you’ll be 

better able to control any build-up of droppings 

that can potentially happen with a fixed coop. 

This means that you won’t have to remove 

composted run material and replace it every 

month or so. You can also manage the area of 

lawn or pasture that the run is on at any one time 

so that the grass isn’t eaten down too much and 

no holes are dug. Droppings also won’t have a 

chance to build-up in the run and will simply 

dissolve into the ground to feed your lawn or 

pasture.

How big is your house?
The internal dimensions of the chicken coop 

aren’t quite as important as the run area but 

must still allow enough space for the hens to 

comfortably move around in and lay eggs. The 

internal area for the coop will need to be the 

same for both movable and non-movable coops/

runs. As a good rule of thumb, you’ll need about 

1/5 of a square metre (2000 square centimeters), 

per hen which will enable them to comfortably 

walk around without banging into each other like 

a runner in a Tokyo train station.

If you have larger pure breed chickens you 

will need a larger coop to accommodate them in 

compared with the room needed for the relatively 

smaller hybrid egg laying hens. The coop 

will also need to be stronger to cope with the 

increased weight of larger chickens.

What’s in your box?
A dark area inside your chicken coop is the 

best location for their nests. Each nesting box 

should be related to the size of your largest hen 

but at least 25 square centimeters in overall 

area.

Hens will happily share nests and don’t all 

Larger hens, 
larger coop

http://www.TalkingHens.com.au
http://www.talkinghens.com.au


24

Copyright © 2015 TALKING HENS

Hens 
perching

Hen in 
straw nest

lay at the same time so a single nest is fine 

for up to four hens but two are always better 

to stop potential arguments between hens. 

Place a 5 centimeter layer of straw in each nest 

box and change it periodically as its condition 

deteriorates or if nests get soiled with droppings. 

Hens also like to feel safe and secure at night 

just like their owners. Naturally, hens will want to 

be as high as possible to at least think they are 

above predators. Perching is a natural hen (and 

bird for that matter!), behaviour although some 

will be quite happy to huddle together on the 

floor.

You’ll need to allow about 15 cm of perch for 

each bird depending on the breed. Larger breeds 

such as the Australorp and many of the pure 

breeds will need relatively more room. Try to 

make sure that the area underneath the perches 

will not be used by other birds for walking, 

nesting or sleeping. 

Be mindful that hens produce a fair amount 

of waste - about 50 grams per day with around 

40% of that deposited when they are sleeping 

(roosting), at night. Ideally, wire netting/mesh 

or a droppings tray should be used underneath 

perches to allow droppings to be collected or 

fall harmlessly to the ground. If droppings are 

allowed to build-up over time in any one place 

they will cause a health risk to the flock and will 

kill any plant life they cover.

Nesting considerations
There are a few considerations when it comes 

to nest design that can have an impact on egg 

quality. Hens will initially lay eggs pretty much 

anywhere when they feel the urge but a quiet, 
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dark and comfortable area will encourage them 

to lay in one spot.

There are two main types of nest which your 

coop may use - the standard nesting box and the 

roll-away nest. The standard nest box is normally 

available for hens to sit-in 24/7 and tends to 

encourage multiple hens sitting or standing on 

eggs which heightens the risk of damage. If eggs 

become cracked or broken hens will happily eat 

those eggs which can then develop into a bad 

habit and one that affects your enjoyment of 

breakfast!

Another problem is that hens will also do 

their droppings in the nest and particularly if 

they are able to roost or sleep in the nest at 

night. Droppings then get onto the eggs which 

encourages the development of bacteria and 

disease which can present a health risk.

A roll-away nest is the type commonly used 

by many free range egg farmers and uses nests 

on a slight angle of about 11 degrees. This 

allows freshly laid eggs to roll out of the nest 

into a protected collection area. Roll-away nests 

are generally made from plastic with a mesh 

or grid floor for any droppings to fall through. 

Sometimes artificial grass or Astroturf is used. 

By using these materials, the nests become 

much easier to clean and less dirty in the first 

place.

One important consideration for nesting is to 

keep your hens out of their nests at night if at 

Cereal just 
isn’t the 
same!

Plastic, 
roll-away 
nests

Hen 
sitting in 

roll-away 
nest
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all possible. You can safely exclude hens from 

their nesting area in the late afternoon as a rule 

and give them access again at first light the next 

morning. Commercial nesting systems use a 

gentle but automated gate system that blocks 

nest access at night to keep nests as clean as 

possible.

Protected 
egg 
collection 
area

Hen 
exclusion 
gates in 

commercial 
nest
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Hens eating 
feed

Chapter 5
You are what you eat!

The quality of your chicken feed will be clearly 

revealed in the taste and quality of the eggs 

along with the health and well-being of your 

hens. Modern, hybrid layers such as the Hy-Line 

Brown and ISA Brown require a specific, high-

protein diet in order to produce high-quality eggs 

every day.

Many commercial backyard chicken feeds 

available from pet stores, on-line or even 

at supermarkets are inadequate to maintain 

consistent, high-quality egg laying in hybrid 

hens. This is sometimes due to a focus on low 

prices at the expense of sufficient quantities of 

higher quality feed ingredients. It may also be 

due to a belief that backyard chicken keepers 

don’t rely on good quality eggs like egg farmers 

do. Because of this, they think that backyard 

keepers use mostly poor laying pure breeds that 

live mostly on scraps so cheaper, less nutritious 

feed is a reasonable solution.
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Lucerne

What is chicken feed?
Chicken feed is a combination of different raw 

ingredients that in turn provide the right range 

of nutrients needed to keep the birds healthy 

and laying well. The raw ingredients will provide 

the majority of the energy and protein needs 

of the birds but not all! Minerals and nutrients 

also need to go into the feed of a healthy and 

productive laying hen.

Egg farmers don’t use branded commercial 

feeds often sold to back yard chicken keepers 

due to the lower quality, generic nature of the 

feeds. However, this focus on using high quality 

feed comes at a high price with feed bills often 

around 70% of an egg farmers costs.

Feeds that egg farmers use are formulated by 

poultry nutritionists and often focused around 

the needs of a single breed used on the farm. 

There will also be different formulations of the 

feed based on the age of the bird and its stage 

in the egg production cycle when hens will have 

different nutritional needs.

Good quality raw ingredients to provide energy 

for chickens include:

• Barley

• Lucerne

• Wheat

• Peas

Barley

Bulk box 
of feed
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Maize

Meat 
meal

Soya 
meal

Good quality raw ingredients that provide good 

protein for chickens include:

• Meat meal (a common, cheaper protein 
source)

• Soya bean meal (less common, more 
expensive protein source for vegetarian 
feeds)

• Maize (corn)

• Canola meal

Some of the minerals and nutrients contained 

in good feed include:

• Vitamins

• Niacin

• Folic Acid

• Selenium

• Copper

• Manganese

• Iron

One consideration that doesn’t tend to influence 

the poultry nutritionists calculations (or many 

egg producers/retailers for that matter), and 

is difficult to determine is the taste of the 

eggs based on a particular feed formulation. 

Based on our own customer feedback, inter-

generational experience and testing, we have 

found that different feed ingredients make a big 

difference to the flavour and quality of an egg 

and desirability of the feed for hens.

Pellets, Mash or Grain?
There are two major forms of feed that are most 

used to feed laying hens - pellets and mash. A 

third form of feed is in a crumble form but it is 
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normally only used to feed very young chickens. 

A further, incomplete form of mash feed is mixed 

grains such as barley, corn and sunflower seeds.

All feed types should be kept dry and used 

within a month or two unless stored in an air 

tight container. Any feed that has become damp 

or stale must be discarded to avoid Aflatoxicosis 

which is basically a chicken version of food 

poisoning.

What are pellets?
Pellets are made using a heat and pressure 

process that forces all the various ingredients 

together into a small segment. Because the 

heat used is above 55 degrees Celsius, any 

Salmonella or Campylobactor in the feed (very 

low chance), would be destroyed. This is one 

benefit of pelletised feeds although the process 

adds a further cost to feed production (all things 

being equal).

One reason that most backyard chicken owners 

Chicken 
pelletsGrains

Mash

Crumble

Pellets

http://www.TalkingHens.com.au
http://www.talkinghens.com.au


31

Copyright © 2015 TALKING HENS

Chicken 
scratch mix

Our chicken 
Mash

use pelletised feed is because it represents 70% 

of commercially available feeds widely available 

in Australia from pet stores and on line etc. The 

reason why the feed companies seem to prefer 

producing pelletised feed is because they can 

lower their legal exposure and risk in the unlikely 

chance that Salmonella or Campylobactor 

managed to cause sickness in anyone eating 

eggs from hens using their feed. It is also 

much easier to “hide” lower quality, cheaper 

ingredients in a pallet - not so with mash.

What is Mash?
Mash feed is called that because it is a mixture 

of both raw ingredients and nutrients mashed 

together dry “as is”. It is the form of feed most 

used by egg farmers as they find they have a 

better feed-to-egg conversion rate with it.

Unlike pellets, it is possible to visually identify 

many of the different ingredients in mash. Some 

egg farmers believe that this also enables hens 

to self-select ingredients that they feel they need 

most at any point in time.

What is a grain mix?
A grain mix (sometimes called a “Scratch” 

mix), is normally a combination of just a few 

raw ingredients such as corn, sunflower seeds 

and barley that haven’t been broken-down into 

smaller particles. It is often used as a treat and 

simply thrown to hens who happily peck at what 

they find.
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A grain mix is often quite a bit cheaper than 

good quality layer feed but there is good reason 

for that. Because most grain mixes contain just 

a few raw ingredients that haven’t undergone any 

refinement, they are a lot cheaper. The nutrition 

provided in a scratch mix is not enough for good 

hen health and high quality egg production. 

These mixes can be more cost effective when 

used as a supplement for older hens that have 

either stopped laying eggs or hen breeds that 

lay poorly and that you aren’t relying on for your 

eggs.

Should I give scraps to 
my chickens?

High-performance laying hens don’t need or 

benefit from having a wide range of scraps as 

it affects their egg production and quality. For 

example, if hens are given a lot of rice or bread 

(a low-nutrition food), it will not provide them 

with the specific nutrients that they need to 

create a good egg. Furthermore, poor quality 

scraps will fill them up and so lessen their desire 

to eat high production nutrients. 

However, eating high-quality scraps is 

definitely of benefit to hens and provides 

heightened nutrition in your eggs which you will 

never find in a cage or barn laid egg. Ideally, 

only 20% of a laying hen’s diet should come 

from scraps with the best being high quality 

green scraps.

Interestingly, most studies of the nutritional 

composition of cage versus free range eggs find 

little if any differences. However, the studies 

tend to focus on factory farming systems with 

large egg producers and hens that have been 

exclusively fed on mash or pellets. This is not 

Chickens 
filling-up on 
scraps

Hens accessing 
grass and grubs
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Our chicken 
feed in bags

a completely accurate picture as small egg 

producers of free range eggs where hens have 

all day access to green pastures and insects are 

not often studied. Where good pasture access 

is provided, studies are starting to show that the 

nutritional content of the egg can be superior 

to cage, barn or free range eggs from hens fed 

exclusively on layer feed See: Mother Earth 

News, Penn State News and British Journal of 

Nutrition for some insight

Egg quality and 
production

Egg quality and production is directly related 

to the breed of hen you own, its nutrition from 

feed and water and its health and general 

wellbeing. If any one of these factors is missing 

or inadequate, your eggs will suffer.

As I have previously mentioned, many brands 

of chicken feed take the basic nutritional needs 

of the hen into account but not the taste of the 

eggs they produce which is much more difficult 

for them to determine. Because we sell our own 

feed as well as selling a lot of laying hens, we 

are fortunate in gaining a unique insight into feed 

ingredients and egg quality. One example is our 

understanding of how our customers enjoy the 

different qualities eggs produced using our feed 

along with eggs produced from other commercial 

feed brands they’ve tried.

Here’s a useful chart that will help you identify 

issues with the shell quality of your eggs 

and what might be the causes. Don’t be too 

concerned though as the internal quality of an 

egg is not often reflected in the shell quality. 
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Egg shell 
quality 
poster

To receive a printable, full sized poster now just:

• Scan this QR code with your 
Smartphone/Tablet App or 

• Text the word: Egg to 0419 581 455
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Chapter 6
From what to eat and drink?

To safely deliver the nutrition and hydration that 

your hens need requires a couple of important 

devices that make it easy. Drinkers and feeders 

are essential to not only take care of your hens 

but also retain your sanity.

If you are wanting to save money you can 

always use a bowl for feed and water but they 

will encourage spilling, contamination and 

wastage. You will also find yourself frequently 

replenishing your water and feed bowls which 

will take up time and drive you crazy during the 

summer when hens are thirsty.

Feeders
Feeders are devices that provide the right flow 

of feed to your hens whenever they feel hungry. 

They come in different shapes and forms but it 

is important that you match your feeder to the 

number and breed of hen that you have along 

with your available time. 

Fixed 
feeder

Going 
crazy!
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You can waste a lot of money on buying a 

feeder that is either too big or small for your 

needs, is of poor quality, or that is set up wrong 

so that it wastes feed. As a rule of thumb, a 5kg 

feeder will keep a pair of actively laying hens 

fed for around 20 days and six hens for around 

six days. Always ask about the amount of feed 

needed for each breed of chicken you own, being 

mindful of any scraps you might regularly give 

them. Remember that the more your laying hens 

eat the better their egg production will be as long 

as they are eating high quality ingredients.

Common types of feeders
The most common (and inexpensive), type of 

chicken feeder for the backyard chicken keeper 

is the bell feeder. Bell feeders are shaped like a 

‘bell’ surprise, surprise and have a moat around 

them where hens are able to access their feed. 

It’s useful to have some adjustment options for 

the flow of feed in case the feed you use is of 

different consistencies.

Of course, all bell feeders are not created equal 

and imported ones from certain countries are 

cheap but of poor quality and can quickly break 

requiring replacement. They will also tend to be 

missing any form of feed flow adjustment which 

can cause problems.

It is best to hang your bell feeder on a chain 

with a hook at the end to hang the feeder on. 

The “moat” should be hung around 100mm from 

the ground for the smaller hybrid layer hens like 

the Hy-line Brown (16 week olds+), so that their 

backs are flat or parallel to the ground. This will 

reduce any wastage of feed and make it more 

difficult for rodents and bugs to access the feed.

Another feeder that is quite a bit more 

expensive is the tread-on feeder. This type of 

feeder reduces feed losses due to wild birds 

eating feed meant for your hens. It is more 

box-like in shape and works by opening once 

a minimum weight is applied to the platform 

Hens 
eating 
from bell 
feeder

Outdoor 
bell feeder

Indoor bell 
feeder
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Range 
of bell 
drinkers

in front of the feed box. The box then opens 

allowing the hen access to the feed.

Drinkers
It is vital that your hens receive enough clean 

water which is essential for health and good egg 

production. Laying hens will consume around 

220 mls of water each day on average with more 

or less consumed depending on the climate.

Using a good drinking device will make it easy 

for your hens to access water and reduce the 

amount of dirt or debris getting in to it. Poorly 

designed drinkers will just encourage spilling 

and contamination of the water.

Always ask how much your breed of hen will 

drink on average each day then multiply this 

figure by the number of hens you own of that 

breed. Once you know your daily water needs, 

you’ll be able to purchase a good drinker that is 

right for your situation and your available time. As 

an example, a flock of five Hy-Line Brown hens 

will consume around 1.1 Litres of water each day.

Don’t neglect to clean your drinker periodically 

and watch for any signs of gunk or slime that 

you’ll want to remove immediately. Poor quality 

water is a key reason for poor hen health and 

laying yet is often overlooked. Also, Never forget 

to check your flock’s water supply daily as they 

won’t last more than 48 hours without it! 

Common types of 
drinkers

The bell drinker is the most common form 

of drinking device used for backyard chicken 

owners. They look almost identical to the bell 

feeder and have a moat around the bottom but 

don’t tend to have any water flow adjustment 

mechanism or a hanging loop.

Hens 
using 

tread-on 
feeder
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They should sit firmly on a brick or platform 

so that the back of your hens are flat or inclined 

slightly upwards when facing the drinker. By 

elevating your bell drinker the water will stay 

cleaner and it will be easier for hens to consume 

the water as they aren’t able to swallow like us 

humans and instead tip their heads back and rely 

on gravity.

The lack of any water flow mechanism isn’t a 

problem as the viscosity of water doesn’t really 

change too much. Hanging the drinker isn’t 

the best as hens will tend to knock the drinker, 

making it rock and spill water which should be 

avoided. Hen drinking from 
bell drinker

Fixed 
drinkerTripod 

drinker
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Detecting 
virusesSick hen

Chapter 7
What goes around comes around!

Unfortunately, hens get sick and pick up 

insects that enjoy a free ride in and on their 

feathered bodies. The two main problem areas 

related to health of laying hens are viruses 

and parasites. Of the two, viruses are the most 

dangerous as some will kill chickens quickly.

Luckily, with a good vaccination program 

completed before you purchase your hens, you 

will limit the potential health problems your flock 

will have over time.  Parasite problems can also 

be minimised with regular cleaning of your coop 

and run area along with good management of 

your flock.

Viruses
There are a range of different viruses that hens 

can pick-up that cause health and egg laying 

problems. The most common are all ones that 

your flock should already be vaccinated for but 

you’ll need to confirm that this has been done 

when you purchase them.

Viruses

Virus: Infectious Laryngotracheitis 
(ILT)

Symptoms: Gasping for air, sweaty necks, 

inflammation of the membrane around the eye, 
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extending the neck forward and upwards, death

Treatments: Talk to a vet about boosting their 

vaccination which should have been done as a 

pullet

Virus: Infectious Bronchitis (IB)

Symptoms: Discharge from nostrils and eyes, 

coughing and sneezing, drop in egg production, 

rough, thin, wrinkled, white-shelled or other poor 

quality shell issues

Treatments: Talk to a vet about boosting their 

vaccination which should have been done as a 

pullet

Virus: Marek’s Disease (MD)

Symptoms: Paralysis of the legs, wings or 

neck.

Treatments: None, vaccination should have 

been done when bird was one day old but 

vaccination still does not stop the bird from 

being infected if exposed to MD. Vaccination 

simply better equips the bird to fight the disease.

Virus: Fowl Pox (FWPV)

Symptoms: Raised scabs that form on any 

abrasions or scratches on the hen, can be seen 

on combs and wattles and even in the mouth or 

throat.

Treatments: Vaccination which should have 

been done as a pullet, hen may recover naturally 

and then be immune for the rest of its life

Your flock’s exposure to viruses requires a 

number of different approaches if you are to 

reduce risks to a minimum. Vaccination is 

the most common approach and absolutely 

necessary to prevent viruses that have a high 

mortality rate or the potential to cause a lot of 

discomfort or distress in your hens.

Always ask for a documented list of 

vaccinations that have been given to chickens 

before buying them. Only then can you be 

confident that your chickens will be as healthy 

as possible and it will aid with trouble shooting 

any illnesses in the future. If you haven’t already, 

download an example of the information that 

you should expect to receive when buying your 

chickens, just:

• Scan this QR code with your 
Smartphone/Tablet App or 

• Text the word: Pullet to 0419 581 455
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Virus: Infectious Laryngotracheitis 
(ILT)

How caught: Airborne via contact with: 

Infected wild birds, feathers, equipment, litter 

and manure, people visiting, new chickens etc

Reducing exposure: Ensuring any chickens 

purchased are vaccinated, regular cleaning and 

disinfecting of the coop and run areas, keeping 

wild birds out of the coop and run areas, keeping 

wild birds out of feed and water

Virus: Infectious Bronchitis (IB)

How caught: Airborne via contact with: 

Infected wild birds, feathers, equipment, litter 

and manure, people visiting, new chickens etc

Reducing exposure: Ensuring any chickens 

purchased are vaccinated, regular cleaning and 

disinfecting of the coop and run areas, keeping 

wild birds out of the coop and run areas, keeping 

wild birds out of feed and water

Virus: Marek’s Disease (MD)

How caught: Bird-to-bird contact, inhalation 

of infected dust and dander (chicken dust), 

mealworms or darkling beatles that may live 

in the coop, dander transported from infected 

chickens by wild birds, rodents, humans with 

infected dander or dust on their shoes or clothes

Reducing exposure: Ensuring any chickens 

purchased are vaccinated, regular cleaning 

and disinfecting of the coop and run areas, 

keeping wild birds out of the coop and run areas, 

removing dust and dander periodically

Wild birds
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Virus: Fowl Pox (FWPV)
How caught: Infected bird-to-bird contact 

from cuts or scratches, insects such as flys and 

mosquitoes, through the air

Reducing exposure: Ensuring any chickens 

purchased are double-vaccinated, regular 

cleaning and disinfecting of the coop and 

run areas, controlling insects, replacing litter 

periodically

Parasites
The most common parasites that find their way 

on to and in to chickens allowed outside such as 

with free range and backyard chickens are lice, 

mites and worms. Worms are internal parasites 

that can cause egg quality problems and poor 

health with worms taking vital nutrients from 

the hen that they need for good health and egg 

laying. External parasites cause hens annoyance 

and aggravation along with health issues if they 

become infested. It is very difficult to remove 

all parasites on a permanent basis but a lot can 

be done to minimise their numbers and reduce 

many of their negative effects.

The most common species of worm that affects 

chickens is the round worm but flat worms can 

also cause significant damage if left untreated. 

Common external parasites are poultry lice and 

the northern fowl mite which can both cause 

issues through sucking blood from chickens and 

aggravating their skin.

Parasite: Round and flat worms

Symptoms/Identification: Chicken is 

listless and quiet, drop in egg production, foamy 

droppings, dirty backside, weight loss, pale 

combs or diarrhoea

Round 
worms

Poultry 
lice
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Natural worm treatments:

• A single clove of garlic per hen per day, 

finely chopped and mixed-in with feed for 10 

days can help to limit worm proliferation inside 

the chicken

• Dosing with Verm-X, a herbal liquid wormer 

for poultry

Chemical treatments:

• Piperazine wormer is commonly used and 

does not require any withholding period for eggs. 

It is easy to administer by mixing the correct 

amount into your hen’s drinking water.

• Levamisole wormer is an alternative to 

Piperazine and is administered in the same way. 

No withholding period is also need for eggs. 

Parasite: Poultry lice and mites

Symptoms/Identification: Listlessness in 

chickens, pale combs, drop in egg production, 

weight loss, excessive preening or feather 

pulling, bald spots, redness or scabs on areas 

of skin, spotting the straw-coloured lice on the 

chicken or clusters of whitish coloured eggs at 

the base of the feather shaft (often around the 

vent area).

Natural treatments: Products that can be 

used to make a dust bath including mixing wood 

ash (charcoal), and tea tree mulch

Spraying neem oil in their nesting area then 

adding a crushed clove of garlic into their water 
Piperazine 

wormer

Levamisole 
wormer
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every few days or alternatively adding chopped 

garlic to their feed as described above for worms

Chemical treatments: Dusting the chicken 

with Pestine while holding them upside down by 

the legs. This ensures that the feathers open and 

the dust can make contact with the skin where 

the lice and mites are. No withholding period is  

needed for eggs.

Bathing or spraying the hen with Maldison 50. 

Either thoroughly spraying the bird making sure 

that the spray gets on to the skin or bathing the 

bird in a bucket with warm water at the start of a 

warm day. No withholding period is needed for 

eggs.

Preventing parasites
Understanding how to reduce the frequency 

with which parasites affect your flock will save 

a lot of time and effort. If done well your hens 

will have less exposure to potential risks which 

means they will remain healthier and more 

productive and you won’t need to spend time on 

finding effective treatments.

Maldison 
50 parasite 
liquid

Pestene 
parasite 

dust
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Parasite: Round and flat worms

Direct transfer: Droppings, dirt or coop litter 

that contains worm eggs

In-direct transfer hosts: Common insects 

such as grasshoppers, beetles, slugs, snails, 

earthworms and even rodents etc that chickens 

like to eat

Reducing exposure: Periodical measures 

include thoroughly cleaning your coop and run 

area, removing litter, dirt and manure, sanitising 

your feeders and drinkers, stopping the entry of 

wild birds into the coop or run area

Parasite: Poultry lice and mites

Direct transfer: Clothing and footwear 

In-direct transfer hosts: Rodents, wild birds, 

other chickens

Reducing exposure: Stopping the entry of 

wild birds into the coop or run area, using a 

fully enclosed coop and run, careful assessment 

of new chickens before adding them to your 

existing flock, cleaning and sanitising your coop, 

run, feeders and drinkers periodically

Cleaning the 
chicken coop
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Chapter 8
Keeping chicken off the menu!

There are a number of different predators in 

Victoria that can either kill, maim or traumatise 

your flock. Those that have the potential to kill 

obviously need to be kept well away from your 

hens using a range of preventative measures.

Common predators
The main predators of hens are foxes and you 

will need to make sure that your backyard chicken 

coop and run are secure enough to repel any attack. 

Foxes are very smart and need little encouragement 

in finding a way to access your hens.

Don’t ever make the mistake of thinking that 

your location within the city reduces your 

exposure to them as there are plenty living in 

parks, golf courses and along water ways to 

name just a few of their habitats. According to 

the Department of Environment and Primary 

Industries “The densities of foxes residing in 

The Wedge-tailed 
Eagle

The chicken or the fox?
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cities (3-16 per sq km) can be considerably 

higher than densities observed in farmland in 

central Victoria (4 per sq km)”.

Foxes will tend to kill an entire flock or continue 

killing until disturbed. A classic sign that foxes 

are responsible for dead hens is missing heads 

which they easily remove with their sharp teeth.

Dogs can also pose a threat and although not 

as dangerous to your flock as foxes, can still kill 

a number of your chickens easily. Some dogs 

have no desire to eat hens but it will pay to be 

vigilant. You will soon get to know if your own 

pet dog is going to be a friend or foe to your new 

hens and you can then protect them accordingly.

In rural areas chickens can also be lost to 

Wedge-tailed eagles, Hawks and feral cats. This 

is one of the few times when a rooster can come 

in handy as they will tend to warn and protect the 

flock when a predator approaches.

Preventing attacks
Preventing your hens from becoming an 

easy meal for foxes and dogs takes careful 

assessment of your back yard along with your 

chicken coop and run. To effectively keep foxes 

from entering your yard you will need to have 

fences that are high enough as well as difficult 

for foxes and dogs to dig under.

Safe perimeter fences should ideally be at least 

1.6 metres high and smooth so that foxes (which 

can climb fairly well), can’t gain a footing. Hen 

enclosure or chicken run fencing should either be 

a full enclosure (roof and sides), or of a similar 

height to the perimeter fence at 1.6 metres.

Wooden 
boundary 
fence

Dog eying-up 
chickens
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With a fully enclosed chicken run attached 

securely to your chicken coop, you shouldn’t 

have any problems with foxes or any predators 

for that matter. However, you will still need to 

have a subterraneous barrier such as extended 

chicken coop netting dug at least 100mm 

into the ground to prevent foxes from digging 

under. Failing that you will need to have hard or 

rocky earth surrounding your enclosure or else 

concrete pavers to stop determined foxes.

Dug-in coop mesh

Cyclone 
boundary 
fence
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Chapter 9
What do I do if?

There are always questions that we hear 

repeated quite often by our customers so I 

thought it would be a good idea to include them. 

Here, I have detailed the most important ones 

but as always, we are keen to hear any new 

problems or issues that you are having in your 

particular situation.

Frequently asked 
questions

Question: My hens have stopped laying 

eggs – what might be the reason?

Answers:

1. They may have found a new nesting place 

such as in long grass, under the house or in the 

wood pile etc

2. The feed your hens are eating is of poor 

quality or doesn’t contain the right mix of 

ingredients to produce regular eggs

3. Your hens could be eating the eggs

4. Your hens may have had a scare such as a 

very loud noise, dogs barking/fighting or some 

other trauma

5. Your hens are still too young to start laying 

eggs (pullets are hens under 4 months of age 

and not yet able to lay eggs)

6. Your hens may be too old - over 3 years of 

age so have stopped laying

What›s 
going on?
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Question: My hens are laying soft shelled 

or miss-shaped eggs – how can I fix this?

Answers:

1. Download the egg shell quality poster 

mentioned in Chapter 5 (unless you already 

have!), and compare your eggs to it. You can 

download it now and receive a printable, full 

sized poster by:

• Scanning this QR code with your 
Smartphone/Tablet App or 

• Text the word: Egg to 0419 581 455

2. Your hens may only be eating the larger 

grains of their mash mix and therefore missing-out 

on the calcium which is often in the fines (powder 

part of the feed). Weigh 130 grams of feed for 

each hen and only put that amount into the feeder 

last thing at night so that it’s ready for eating the 

next day. That way your hens will tend to eat all of 

the mash and benefit from all the nutrients in it.

3. Are you filling your hens up on scraps that 

don’t contain much calcium and they are in-turn 

losing their appetite for their chicken feed. Stop 

or limit the amount of scraps you are giving them 

and see if the shell quality improves.

4. Your hens may have worms which are taking their 

share of the nutrients that should be going to your 

hens for their egg production. Treat them for worms 

using one of the methods detailed in Chapter 7.

5. Your hens may have a bug or a virus such 

as Infectious Bronchitis (IB), which won’t tend 

to kill them but will greatly effect the quality of 

the eggs they lay. You might need to top-up their 

immunity with a live IB vaccine from a vet (if 

your hens do have IB).

Question: One of my hens is getting 
pecked by the others – why is this 

happening?

Answers:

1. There is a pecking order within all flocks of 

hens so if you have introduced new hens to your 

existing flock you will tend to get some pecking 

which will normally settle down after a few days. 

It can be a good idea to keep new hens separate 

during the day if possible then put them in with 

the others at night to roost together. This will 

help with the integration of the new hens into 

your existing flock.

2. Some hens are submissive and will tend 

to always attract pecking by the rest of the flock. 
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You’ll normally be able to hear the submissive hen 

squawking with a distinctly different sound to the 

other hens and her body language and behaviour 

will show that she is constantly trying to hide away 

from the others. You may have to keep her away 

permanently from the flock or give her to a friend 

to stop her constant state of anxiety.

Question: My hens sometimes fly over my 
fences so how can I stop this behaviour?

Answers:

1. If hens are startled or spooked their first 

reaction is flight so that can be one reason 

for them to fly and end up over a fence. Try to 

minimise the risk of frights from loud noises or 

animals entering their area.

2. Your hens may be bored if they don’t have 

enough area to explore in their run or little to 

peck at. Give them things to entertain themselves 

with if this is the case like chopped hunks of 

pumpkin, hang CD/DVD’s or place a sprinkling 

of clean lawn clippings or leaves into an area of 

the run to peck away at.

3. You may have items leaning against the 

fence that enable an inquisitive hen to jump up 

onto and then more easily get over the fence with 

a few flaps of her wings. Try to remove any items 

that are touching the fence that could enable the 

hen to explore outside the boundaries.

4. You may just have a very inquisitive hen 

that is determined to go walkabout. Splay out her 

wing then with a good pair of scissors, cut the 

long, flight feathers at the end at approximately 

the half-way point. This only needs to be done 

for one wing, is painless and will limit her ability 

to gain altitude.

Question: My egg yolk has changed to a 
pale colour is there something wrong with 

them?

Answers:

1. As green pasture is more abundant at 

different times of the year, if your hens have less 

access to this pasture they are likely to have 

more pale yolks if no yolk pigments have been 

added to your feed

2. Yolk colour changes aren’t usually a 

problem as the colour has no bearing on the 

quality or nutritional value of the egg so look for 

other signs of poor health

3. Your hens may have a bad case of worms 

or Infectious Bronchitis (IB), which can affect 

the yolk colour so you’ll need to worm or re-

vaccinate your birds

4. A change of feed may also change the 

yolk colour as most feed contains artificial yolk 

pigments to add colour to the yolk. In fact, most 

cage and barn laid eggs would all have pale 

yolks without added pigments
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The End
Thank you greatly for taking the time to get to the end of this guide! I hope you enjoyed the read 

and feel you will benefit from the information contained within it. Please let me know if you have any 

questions or feedback or would like further help or information - I’ll try my best.
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