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Temperature 
Most people know that newly hatched poultry require extra heat. They will hang a thermometer in the area where 
the chicks or poults will be raised but not at the level of where the young poultry will live. They also do not heat the 
area prior to the chicks’ arrival or ensure that the cement or ground where they will be raised is warmed. Or, there is 
not enough bedding added to insulate the newborns from the cool surfaces underneath. Chilling of young poultry 
can lead to changes of gut bacteria and diarrhea. Diarrheic feces in young poultry can stick to the feathers near their 
vent (anus) and form a plug. This plug will prevent young birds from defecating and if it lasts long enough, they can 
die from impaction. 
 
Placement of food and water in the brooding (rearing) environment is important. Baby poultry will seek a 
temperature zone that is most comfortable. If the food and water are not in that zone, they will not eat or drink. 
Newly hatched chicks will die in 3 days if they do not drink and up to 7 days if they do not eat. Too cool of an 
environment can cause huddling, and in some cases piling, of baby poultry. Those on the bottom can become 
trampled and even suffocated. 
 
Older poultry can withstand wide ranges of temperatures as long as they are able to find shelter from wind, rain, and 
snow. Cooler temperatures are more tolerated than warm temperatures. Mature turkeys are highly susceptible to 
dying at temperatures above 90 degrees F. Ducks prefer cooler temperatures. 
 
Feeding 
People beginning to raise poultry will be faced with a dilemma. There are typically two types of feed available, 
medicated and nonmedicated. Most people will opt for the nonmedicated feed thinking that the medication in the 
feed is an antibiotic. The medication added to poultry feed is actually amprolium, a coccidiostat. Amprolium works 
by blocking the thiamin pathway in the parasite. Losses of up to 40 percent of the flock can occur if a coccidiostat or 
coccidial vaccine is not used. Medicated feed should be given for the first 6 to 8 weeks of life. If the feed is abruptly 
changed from a medicated feed to a nonmedicated feed, coccidiosis can occur since the young poultry have not had 
a chance to develop immunity to that parasite. Feed should be transitioned over a 7- to 10-day period to all 
medicated feed to all nonmedicated feed. Coccidial vaccines can be used; however, it requires that litter moisture be 
kept at an optimum since if the litter is too dry, the coccidia will not cycle and the birds will not become immune. If 
the litter is too wet, the birds will break with coccidiosis. 
 
Feeding inappropriate materials can also cause problems. Feeding a laying ration to young poultry can cause flocks 
to experience problems with gout. Calcium in a pullet ration is 0.9 percent while calcium in a laying ration is 3.5–
4.0 percent. Trying to encourage the rapid growth (for example, FFA broiler contests) of broiler chickens by feeding 
them turkey starter, which has a much higher protein level, can cause problems with ascites syndrome. In such 
cases, up to 40 percent of the flock can die from ascites syndrome. 
 
Supplementing the ration with more tempting ingredients can also cause problems. Feeding only corn, in some 
cases, can cause a protein deficiency. Poultry will preferentially eat corn or larger particles than a ground, mash diet. 
Similar situations can occur when people feed lettuce to their poultry. The birds prefer the lettuce but there is very 
little nutrient value since lettuce consists of mostly fiber and water. 
 
Older laying hens should be given a supplemental source of calcium. The hen deposits up to 2 grams of calcium for 
each egg shell. A hen will lay one egg per day for about 7 days, skip a day, and start all over again. Sources of 
supplemental calcium include oyster shell (preferred source, if it is available) and large particle sized limestone. 
Large particle sized limestone is about the size of a pea. Larger particles of limestone or oyster shell remain in the 
gizzard longer and provide a slow release of calcium. 
 
Bedding 
Bedding for poultry houses provides multiple functions. In early life, the bedding serves as insulation from the 
substrate (cement, dirt, sand, etc.) below the bedding. Later in life, the major function of bedding is to absorb 



moisture. The best material for bedding is pine shavings. Other materials that are used include hardwood shavings 
(oak, maple, and poplar), peanut and rice hulls, chopped straw, and shredded newspaper. Do not use walnut or cedar 
shavings since they have caused problems in the past. In some cases, an increased incidence of brooder pneumonia 
(pulmonary aspergillosis) has been traced to hardwood shavings used as bedding. Chopped straw and shredded 
newspaper are not very absorbent. If the bedding is not very absorbent, ammonia levels can be increased leading to 
cornea ulceration. If birds are forced to live on wet litter, they are more prone to have foot pad ulcers and to develop 
bumblefoot (staphylococcal pododermatitis). Wet areas in the litter will also increase the risk of the birds developing 
coccidiosis. The only way to remove moisture from a poultry house is to increase ventilation. 
 
Be careful about adding new types of bedding. New things added to a bird’s environment are attractants and birds 
will naturally peck at it. As they peck it, they will often eat it. Chopped straw and other bedding material have 
caused birds to die from litter impaction of the gizzard. 
 
Lack of Marek’s Disease Vaccination 
If people raise chickens long enough, they will experience Marek’s disease and coccidiosis in their flocks. Marek’s 
disease vaccine is given subcutaneously in the neck the day of hatch. It is a race between the vaccine virus and the 
wild type Marek’s disease virus to see which will win. Most chickens are exposed to the wild type virus at 4 days of 
age. The best vaccine is stored in liquid nitrogen and is given at the hatchery. Small hatcheries do not automatically 
vaccinate their chicks for Marek’s disease and will only do so upon request. The cost to the client isn’t much, 
typically $0.15 to $0.20. But most people don’t know to ask to have their chicks vaccinated. Chicks that are 
purchased at feed stores or farm supply stores are not vaccinated for Marek’s disease either. Again, the reason being 
is that it would add up to $0.20 per chick. When those businesses try to sell the chicks, they will be not be 
competitive on price.  
 
For people that want to hatch their own chicks, a lyophilized modified live Marek’s disease vaccine, available in 
1,000-dose vials, is manufactured by Zoetis. If you are unable to find a source, it is available from 
www.jefferspet.com for $34.95. Although most people can’t use 1,000 doses, they can aseptically divide the pellet 
into 4 parts. When chicks hatch, they can take one part of the pellet and mix it with one-fourth of the diluent. They 
can then vaccinate chicks by injecting them subcutaneously in the back of the neck at a rate of 0.2 ml. Once mixed, 
the vaccine is only viable for a period of 2 hours. After 2 hours, the vaccine should be discarded. The sooner that 
chicks are vaccinated, the better the protection. Day of hatch is best since after 4 days, the wild type virus may win. 
Chickens are vaccinated for Marek’s only once in their life. There is no need for a booster. Most people ask if they 
should vaccinate their adult chickens after having an initial diagnosis of Marek’s disease. It won’t hurt adult 
chickens if you vaccinate them. It may, however, be a waste of vaccine, energy, and time since they are probably 
already exposed and infected. 
 
Lighting 
Lighting is very important when rearing chickens. In broilers, if they are not provided a dark period, they will 
continue to eat all day long. Constant eating can lead to ascites syndrome as well as irregularity in blood sugar 
levels. The same may cause turkeys to grow too fast, which can lead to cardiomyopathy. Lighting is very important 
in egg-laying chickens. During the fall when the days are getting shorter, birds start getting the signal that it is time 
to stop laying eggs unless supplemental light is added. When the hours of light drop below 12 hours, the birds will 
start going out of production. If the day length is shortened when birds are producing eggs, this is also a signal to 
stop laying eggs. Day length longer than 12 hours will stimulate egg production. Day length of 14 hours and longer 
allows for maximum egg production. The length of light is more critical than the intensity of light. The rule of 
thumb is that the light intensity at the chicken’s level should be 1 foot candle. One foot candle is when you hold a 
newspaper at arms length and you can see that there is news print on the paper (not that you can read it). That is 
about a 40 watt bulb in a typical 10-foot by 10-foot coop. Too much light and egg-laying chickens will become 
cannibalistic. They peck at each other normally as part of the pecking order. If they draw blood, the red color is an 
attractant and other birds will peck at the open wound until the injured animal dies. This is especially true in the vent 
area of laying hens. When they lay their egg, part of the vent becomes everted. When everted, the vent is red and 
thus an attractant to flock mates. If a hole forms in the vent, intestines will protrude and often flock mates will eat 
them.  
 
Raising Peafowl, Turkeys, and Chickens Together 
Chickens can harbor agents of disease that do not cause them problems but can create disease in turkeys and 



peafowl (peacocks and peahens). Mycoplasma gallisepticum causes infectious sinusitis in turkeys and peafowl 
where the infraorbital sinuses, located in front of and below the eye, become enlarged. The sinuses contain lots of 
mucus. There have been documented cases where mycoplasma was transmitted one half mile on the wind. It can 
also be carried on shoes, clothing, and equipment. Chickens also harbor the agent of blackhead in turkeys and 
peafowl. 
 
Quarantine Pen 
Many diseases can be prevented from being introduced into a flock by establishing a quarantine pen. This is a pen 
where any birds that have been away from the flock or that are going to be added to the flock are placed and 
observed for signs of disease. The quarantine pen should preferably be kept in a separate building. Birds you want to 
add to the flock should be placed there and observed for 21 days. If after 21 days there are no signs of illness in that 
flock, take a couple of birds, that you don’t mind losing, from the already established flock and put them in with the 
quarantined flock. Observe the quarantine flock with the birds from the established flock for 10 to 14 days. One of 3 
things is likely to happen: (1) all of the birds in the quarantine pen are healthy, which means that none of the birds 
have any hidden disease and they can be added to the established flock; (2) birds taken from the established flock 
become sick and the quarantine birds are healthy, which means the birds in the quarantine pen have a hidden 
disease; or (3) birds from the established flock are healthy but the quarantine birds become sick, which means that 
the established flock has a hidden disease. In the last two instances some hard decisions will have to be made. 
 
Biosecurity and Doing Chores 
When doing chores it is good to go from youngest to oldest birds and from healthy to sick birds. Take care of the 
quarantine flock last. It is best to have clothes and boots that are only worn when with the poultry. Do not use 
clothes and shoes that are worn off of the farm to do your chores. It is a natural tendency for people to go to a 
poultry exhibit, be enthused about their flock, and go back home and look at their flock without changing clothes. 
The same is true that if someone has a sick flock, they will ask their friend who has poultry to come over and look at 
their birds. That person then gets concerned about their own flock, goes home, and looks to make sure their flock is 
healthy. A few days later, their flock breaks with the same disease.  
 
 


