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ABSTRACT: First time hen keepers can be bewildered by the mass of sometimes 
conflicting information available to them. Hens are not difficult to look after, and 
once their basic needs are met they need little in the way of daily care.This article 
covers all the basic information anyone will need to keep hens successfully.

Sam Morgan writes…
Keeping chickens is now being more popular with the chicken being the 6th most popu-
lar pet in the UK! We at BVNA feel it is important that our members are able to provide 
some basic husbandry advice to chicken owners who may come into our veterinary 
clinics. Thanks to the British Hen Welfare Trust we hope this article will help with your 
knowledge in this area.

Gaynor Davies   RVN

Gaynor started working in practice in 
1976 and qualified as a VN in January 
1986. She worked in small animal 
practice in London for 32 years (20 as 
Head Nurse) before moving to Devon 
in 2008. Gaynor joined the British Hen 
Welfare Trust as a volunteer and became 
Head of Operations in 2012.

First things first
Housing
What sort of hen house to choose? 
Keepers can either buy or convert an 
ordinary shed or outbuilding (even a 
Wendy house), or buy a purpose-built hen 
house or coop. Internally, nest box facili-
ties and perching provision are essential. 
Hen-house designs, prices and sizes vary 
hugely, so research is advised. Wooden 
coops may appear more aesthetically 
pleasing in a garden setting (Figure 1) but 
plastic coops are easier to clean and less 
likely to harbour red mites (Figure 2).

Keepers need to decide on a preferred 
system: either keeping the hens in a 
smaller house with an attached run, which 
will require frequent moving onto fresh 
ground, or building a larger, permanent, 
aviary-type enclosure. The most crucial 
factor in any system is ensuring your 
housing is predator proof. It really is a case 
of their lives being in your hands.

Foxes are attracted by hens and are the 
most common predator. They will visit 
night or day to kill birds if housing is 
not secure. Foxes are able to jump and 
climb like cats, therefore a standard 6′ 
or 7′ perimeter garden fence alone is not 
guaranteed to keep them out. Badgers can 
cause equal damage to a flock and will dig 
under fencing to access hens; they can also 
be strong enough to break into flimsy hen 
houses.

Most coops will have manufacturer’s 
recommendations on stocking levels, 
although our advice is always to buy a 
house to accommodate more birds than 
are wanted, i.e. buy a house to accommo-
date six hens if four hens are required.

Runs
Hens love to dig. A large part of a hen’s 
day will be spent scratching the ground 
and foraging for worms and insects. The 
ground around the coop can soon become 
poached and, during a prolonged wet 
spell, a lush green hen run can turn into a 
mud bath.

If possible, a covered area should be 
provided under which hen can shelter and 
feed during the day. A child’s sand pit or 
large plastic tray filled with sand makes an 
ideal dust bath for hens and the process of 
dust bathing helps to keep their feathers 
clean and reduces the number of har-
boured parasites.

A well-maintained run area is essential; 
the general rule of thumb is the more 
enrichment a coop has, the happier and 
healthier the hens will be; brush and 
branches will provide perching options 
and a sun shade will become a dual-pur-
pose dust bath area. We advise that 
keepers consider moving the hen house to 
fresh ground on a regular basis if possible. 
However, if not possible, the use of bark 
chippings or gravel to create a dry area will 
be appreciated.
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Feeders
It is not necessary to spend a fortune on 
specialist equipment such as fancy hen 
houses and suspended feeders when you 
first start keeping hens, the final selection 
will depend upon budget and personal 
taste (Figure 3).

An average-sized adult hen will need 
100–120g of feed every day and feed can 
either be given in a rationed amount 
daily, or via a feeder that is large enough 
to provide feed over several days. If birds 
are to be fed outside, we recommend 
opting for a sturdy chicken feeder with 
a capacity of at least 2.5kg which will 
prevent it being knocked over as the hens 
run around. Smaller feeders are more 
suited to chicks. If the intention is to leave 
the feeder in an exposed run it is essential 
that there is adequate cover to protect the 
feed from rain and discourage wild birds 
from stealing the grain. Equally important 
is ensuring grain is not left scattered for 
rodents overnight; good feed management 
is essential for minimising threat from 
unwanted vermin.

When increasing numbers within a flock, 
it is useful to create several feed and 
water points in order to ensure that all 
birds get access and low ranking hens 
are not kept away by the more dominant 
birds. This practice should continue for 
the first few weeks after introducing new 
birds to help all the hens settle as the 
enlarged flock establishes a new pecking 
order.

Stick to a routine
Hens dislike change. We encourage 
owners to try to establish a routine right 
from the start. This will be governed to 
an extent by the available daylight hours, 
but keeping to the same feed times each 
day and avoiding sudden changes to the 
environment will be beneficial to the 
birds.

Commitment is required; hens are not 
the sort of pet that can be left unattended 
for a couple of days. Time out for social 
events on summer evenings may prove 
difficult for owners as most hens will not 
appreciate being put to bed while it is still 
daylight.

How to spot a problem
We encourage adopters to approach their 
veterinary surgeon to establish whether 
or not they are happy to treat hens and, 

  Figure 1. Traditional wooden coops are aesthetically pleasing

  Figure 2. Plastic coops are easier to clean
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if not, to source a practice with poultry 
knowledge and experience.

On a daily management basis we advise 
adopters to spend a few minutes each 
day watching their hens. Each hen 
will have an individual character and 
changes to normal patterns of behaviour 
will be recognised. Getting to know the 
norm within a flock enables issues such 
as sudden weight loss, soiled feathering 
or abnormal swellings to be noticed 
quickly. Feathers hide a multitude of 
sins and health issues will only be spot-
ted by regular handling; we recommend 
at least once weekly.

Owners should be aware of the following:

•  �routine worming using a licenced prod-
uct (for example Flubenvet™, Elanco) 
should be carried out 3–4 times per year

•  �droppings should be firm and dark 
brown with a white urate cap; any diar-
rhoea should be acted upon (although 
it should be remembered that every hen 
will pass a ‘normal’ caramel coloured 
caecal dropping intermittently); look for 
worms

•  �demeanour: hens should be active and 
alert, not huddled in a corner with 
fluffed up feathers or eyes closed

•  �coughs and sneezes: hens should have 
no nasal or ocular discharge

•  �lameness: ex-commercial hens are 
occasionally prone to lameness due to 
the stresses of the depopulation process, 
but this usually resolves within a few 
weeks

•  �most ex-commercial hens will continue 
to lay regularly however, the production 
of soft-shell eggs, a dirty vent or any 
discharge should be investigated

External parasite control
Regular checking will also identify any 
external parasites. Hens can suffer from 
lice and mites (depluming mites and 
northern fowl mites), but by far the 
biggest problem and the hardest mite to 
eradicate is the pesky red mite. Red mites 
live in the environment, not on the hen. 
If the hens start to roost outside the coop 
or show reluctance to go inside, there is a 
strong likelihood that red mites have got 
a foothold. Check the coop at night with a 
torch or place a small square of flannel or 
towelling in the nest box or alternatively 
around the end of a perch. It is likely that 
a small cluster of red mites will be found 
in the morning. Red mites are hard to 
spot in the daytime, but if owners find 
themselves itching while collecting eggs or 
cleaning out, that is almost certainly the 
reason.

Cleaning out
Droppings and patches of wet bedding 
should be removed on a daily basis. A 
washing-up glove is all the equipment that 
is needed. A thorough clean should be 
undertaken weekly, including sweeping 
out bedding, and using a paint scraper to 
remove floor debris. It is also an oppor-
tunity to disinfect or treat for red mite, 
there are a number of products available 
including those which treat birds systemi-
cally or topically. A fresh layer of bedding 
is all that is needed to complete the clean 
out. Owners should consider using a 
ground disinfectant powder to maintain 
the immediate area around the pop-hole 
(exit point) and hen house.

Don’t over-do the treats
Hens thrive on a well-balanced diet and 
have no requirement to be fed treats. 
Feeding kitchen scraps is illegal unless 
from a vegan household, and only leafy 
greens direct from the garden should 
be fed in small quantities (green potato 
peelings are toxic). However, human 
nature being what it is, new hen owners 
want to give their hens treats. To meet this 
demand a range of nutritionally balanced 
treats is now available, but should be fed 
sparingly to avoid obesity.

Conclusion
Good husbandry leads to healthy happy 
hens with the potential to lay nutritious 
eggs. Commitment is essential, however 
the benefits and rewards that hen-keeping 
brings far outweigh any inconvenience.

  Figure 3. Expensive feeders are not essential
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