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Thank you for downloading this

handbook. We hope you find it

useful.

Let’s face it, talking about animal welfare 

can be difficult – especially with children. 

It’s a complex topic, with many grey areas 

and no straightforward ‘right’ or ‘wrong’

answers. 

But here’s the good news: children have a resilience and a capacity for empathy that 

can sometimes take us by surprise. When offered realistic, age appropriate and 

engaging informationon animal welfare issues they respond with great positivity, 

making this an ideal age to begin sharing messages and starting discussions on how 

we treat animals – and each other.

Here’s where ex-battery hens come in! Chickens occupy a unique place in our society; 

sometimes pet, sometimes livestock, sometimes a source of food. They are instantly 

familiar to children as a staple of picture books and farm visits, 

small and gentle enough to handle, but just unfamiliar and 

exciting enough to catch childrens’ attention and make learning 

memorable. Each little hen’s story is an opportunity to talk about 

those difficult questions in a way which isn’t so difficult after all.

Adopting a small flock of hens is also a wonderful opportunity to

develop team working, a sense of personal responsibility, 

financial literacy, a good awareness of hygiene and personal 

safety, and a huge range of curriculum-supporting skills. It can 

bring different age groups, staff, parents, and the local community 

together and enrich school life in positive and unexpected ways.

But how to get started? If you’ve considered rehoming ex-battery hens at your school 

in the past then you’ve probably had questions about the cost, practicalities, safety issues 

and many other aspects of housing, feeding, and caring for chickens. This handbook is 

designed to help you plan for your new ex-battery hens with confidence and draws on 

the experience of both the British Hen Welfare Trust team and schools who are already 

successfully keeping hens.

 

Welcome
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We hope you find it useful; If you have feedback, comments or

suggestions that you’d like to share then please email them to 
charlotte.baker@bhwt.co.uk. We love seeing your photos and artwork 

too!  

 

Ashbrow School in Huddersfield rehomed eight ex-battery hens. Their
pupils told us what they like about them and what they’ve learned: 

“I like to stroke them.  I like to collect the 

eggs.  I like watching them grow their 

feathers back.  I like to watch them run 

around. I like to eat the eggs for school 

dinners.  I like watching them.  I like to 

clean them out.

We have learned all about their skeleton 

and how they move about, about what 

they like to eat and a healthy diet, about 

predators and about the pecking order.  

We have learned about their past life and how we can help them.  We have 

learned how to build a hen house and how to keep them happy and healthy.”
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The term battery hen refers to intensively reared hybrid (cross breed) laying hens. They arrive 

at their farm when they’re around 18 weeks old and are kept indoors in rows of cages until they 

reach 72 weeks of age. During this time they will lay roughly 320 eggs. After this, they are culled or 

rehomed and new hens are brought in.  

Until fairly recently most battery hens lived in 

‘barren’ cages with wire floors and a space

roughly the size of an A4 sheet of paper for 

each hen. In January 2012 these barren cages 

were banned in the EU and replaced with 

‘enriched’ cages. These cages provide each 

bird with about 20% more living space and 

offer some limited opportunities for scratching, 

perching, and laying eggs in privacy. 

Farms continue to replace their hens at 72 

weeks as their egg production drops slightly 

 after this point. This decrease probably wouldn’t be noticeable with just a few hens but across tens

of thousands it makes a big difference and it is more financially viable for the farm to buy in new 

birds. 

Around 16 million hens are kept in these cages in the UK at any one time. However, the 

percentage of eggs produced in caged systems in the UK is slowly dropping; in 1995 86% of 

UK eggs were produced this way; by 2015 caged production had dropped to 51%. In 2008 The  

Co-op stopped selling whole caged eggs; Sainsbury’s and Waitrose followed suit in 2009. In 2012 

Sainsbury’s went a step further and stopped using caged eggs as an ingredient in other own-brand 

products. In 2016 Aldi, Lidl, Morrisons, Tesco and Asda all pledged to stop selling caged eggs by

2025.

We believe all laying hens deserve to enjoy space, safety, and the full range of their natural 

behaviours so we have been rehoming battery hens at the end of their commercial laying life for 

the last twelve years. We have so far found homes for over 720,000 hens! Most of these go to

live with families but some find loving homes with 

schools.

The condition of the hens when they arrive at their 

new homes varies: Some have almost all their 

feathers, others are practically bald. Most have

pale, floppy combs and at least a few feathers 

missing.

They may have had their beaks trimmed; this is 

a process carried out on day old chicks where an 

infra-red beam is used to remove the sharp tip of 

the beak in order to prevent the birds pecking and 

injuring each other. 

What is an ex-battery hen?
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However, with time and patience, even hens who arrive featherless will be 

unrecognisable after a few months, with bright eyes, beautiful feathers, and confidence 

in their new environment. 

Five questions to help you decide:

1. Can we commit to caring for them for the duration of their lives?

Ex-commercial hens are usually around 72 weeks old when they leave their farm. 

Although their expected lifespan once rehomed is variable (see below) it is hoped 

that they will live at least couple of happy years with you.

Continuing to provide a good quality of life for your hens once the initial excitement 

of their arrival has worn off is essential so take your time to make plans for their care 

and make sure everyone who will be involved is committed to the project and 

understands what will be required of them.

2. Do we understand their behavioural needs, and can we meet them at school? 

Chickens are very easy-going creatures but, like all animals, they have certain 

behavioural needs that must be met in order for them to thrive. Ensuring they have 

the right environment and opportunities to express natural behaviours such as dust 

bathing, perching and foraging, will help ensure that you have a content and peaceful 

flock.

Are ex-battery hens right for us?

St Luke’s Foundation School in Hertfordshire have been keeping hens 

for eight years. They enjoyed their ex-battery hens so much they started 

keeping guinea fowl and ducks as well!

“As we are a SEN school, giving too much

responsibility to the children is difficult. 

However, the children take it in turns to feed 

and collect the eggs, and staff clean out. The 

coops get a full deep clean once a week, this 

includes jet washing, disinfecting and putting 

in red mite powder. The chickens get fed 

twice a day, and have learnt how to tell the 

time as they are always waiting for me!”
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3. Are we comfortable with the possibility of collecting only a few eggs?

Hybrid hens have been bred to lay the maximum number of eggs possible and, in their first

year, they may have laid as many as three hundred eggs. When they arrive with you some may 
continue to lay at a good rate while others will be ready for a rest and content to never lay another 

egg in their lives! 

4. Are we prepared to deal with the deaths of the hens?

Hybrid hens would usually live for three to five years but ex-battery hens have worked hard

and may have experienced stress in the first year of their lives.

While some may live for several years, as with all living creatures it is impossible to know how 

long they will live. Occasionally a hen may die shortly after adoption. This has the potential

to be upsetting for teachers and pupils alike so it should be decided before hand how to best

prepare and support the children.

5. Do we have a plan to help pupils 

understand where the hens have 

come from?

Rehoming ex-battery hens is a wonderful 

opportunity to help pupils understand the real-

life tensions between a need for affordable 

food, the need for high animal welfare and the 

livelihoods of farmers. 

The messages we share when rehoming 

ex-battery hens have the potential to either 

normalise their treatment or – hopefully – 

raise pupils’ awareness of and empathy for 

both the plight of intensively farmed animals and the challenges facing those who rear them.

“We are very honest with the children and are there to support them if they get 

upset, but we address the issue of death as part of the lifecycle.  We always 

ensure the hens are taken to the vet if they are ill and the children are aware of 

that.”

- Ashbrow Primary School
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If you’ve never kept hens before you’re probably trying to get a feel for how 

much work is involved and what school chicken keeping looks like on a daily 

basis. This section will guide you through the regular tasks needed to keep 

a flock of, say, four hens happy and healthy. 

Daily

Top up the feeder: Chickens eat layers pellets, a complete food that provides everything they 

need. However, ex-bats will need to be fed on a layers crumb to begin with. This is what they have

been used to eating in the commercial system. Pellets should be introduced gradually. You can 

keep your feeder topped up and let the chickens help themselves so there is no need for weighing 

or measuring out food on a daily basis. 

Provide fresh water: Emtpy, clean and refill the hens’ drinker.

Feed treats: treats can be given in very limited quantities, ideally in the afternoon when the hens 

have filled up on healthy layers pellets. Small quantities of fresh fruit and veg or mixed corn 

provide variety and excitement for your hens. 

Tidy the hen house and run: If you have time and capacity then spending a few minutes 

scooping up and disposing of droppings on a regular basis will help your hen house and run stay 

fresher for longer. Remove any uneaten fresh food from the day before. 

Observe your hens: watching the hens for 

a few minutes daily will help you spot any 

health or behavioural problems. 

Time needed: Around 20 minutes. 

Weekly

Give each hen a hands-on health 

check: This will help you pick up on any 

health concerns early. See p27 for more 

information on how to handle and check 

your hens.  

Time needed: Around 15 minutes. 

Every two to three weeks  

Clean out the hen house: Remove and clean perches and any other removable fittings, remove

all bedding (this can be composted to be used on your school garden), and clean the inside of

the house with a chicken-safe cleaning product. Allow to dry and refill with bedding. Dust with

diatomaceous earth to help prevent parasites. 

Daily care and feeding: what�s involved?

Time needed: Around 45 minutes.
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Every 3 – 4 months

Worm your flock: Use Flubenvet 1% to prevent a build up of internal parasites. This 

product is mixed with the feed for seven days. You can find more information on 

worming on p28. 

Check whether claws or need clipping: Hens will usually wear their claws down 

through scratching but sometimes they do need shortening with a pair of small 

animal nail clippers.  
 

Clean out the run: If you use chippings in 

your run then they may need replacing. 

Use a ground sanitising powder to help 

prevent a build up of parasite eggs.

Carry out any maintenance: Check for 

splintery perches, protruding nails or weak 

points in fencing. Check all bolts, hinges 

and latches are working properly. 

Once a year

Treat your wooden hen house to keep 

it in good condition: Your hens will need 

temporary accommodation to allow wood 

treatments to dry fully and the smell to fade.

Review your chicken keeping policies and procedures: Check and update your risk

assessment and take the opportunity to check that staff and pupils happy with the 

project. Is the chicken keeping project staying within budget? Do you wish to add any 

new birds to your flock?

“Don’t be tempted to do a full clean out every week. Poo-picking daily saves 

bedding materials. 

- Ashbrow Primary School
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A quick online search will present you with literally hundreds of options for housing 

your hens! Choosing the right size and type needn’t be challenging, however, and 

the following questions are intended to help you narrow down your choices. 

What kind of house do we need?

A stand-alone hen house: This is most suitable for a situation where the hens will be allowed to 

free range all day, every day. The house is usually placed inside an enclosed garden or fenced 

area. This option may be less suitable for schools as there won’t always be someone on site to 

supervise the hens as they explore and ensure that they are safe from dangers such as a fox 

attack, however plenty of schools make it work! 

A chicken ark/ chicken tractor: This is a movable 

run with an integrated sleeping and laying area, often 

above the run. This kind of housing allows you to move 

your hens regularly and rest the ground beneath their 

run. This stops it becoming muddy, protects the grass, 

and helps manage parasites. A chicken ark can be 

placed within an enclosed area so the hens spend 

some of their time penned and some if it free ranging. 

If you do intend to move your chicken run around 

then don’t forget that the ground on which it has been 

resting will be contaminated with droppings that will be 

transferred to pupils’ shoes if the children also use the 

area. 

A hen house with a static run attached: This type 

of housing is intended to stay in one place; this keeps 

chicken droppings in one contained area but needs 

just slightly more planning and input to make sure 

the run stays dry and comfortable for the hens and 

doesn’t become too muddy or unhealthy. As with the 

chicken ark, this kind of housing can be placed within 

an enclosed area so the hens spend some of their time 

penned and some of it free ranging. 

Housing your hens

“We are lucky enough to have an area in the school surrounded by buildings. My 

poultry have 2 coops with runs attached. The runs are never shut and our birds 

are completely free-range.”

- St Luke’s Foundation School
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A hen house with a walk-in run 

attached: Complete free ranging isn’t 

always the best option for school hens; 

sometimes there is a local fox problem, 

concerns about vandalism and anti-

social behaviour, or the need to more 

closely control how and when the pupils 

interact with the hens. In this situation, a 

hen house with a large run, with plenty 

of space and enrichments for the hens, 

is a good option. Choosing a walk in run 

will make it easy for children and staff to 

work with the hens without crouching or 

needing to crawl around inside the run.   

How much space do we have available?

The footprint of a hen house is relatively small as the hens only use it for sleeping and laying eggs. 

The size of your run will depend on how often your hens are able to free range. If they are able to 

spend plenty of time outside each day then you should aim to provide at least 1m2 of space per 

hen inside the run. If they will spend most of their time penned then aim for at least 4m2 of space 

per hen. 

Providing access to the hens is another consideration; a walk in run will make it much easier for 

pupils to safely catch and clean out the hens, and change their food and water, than a lower one in 

which they would need to crouch or crawl.

“We have a very large secure run where the birds can run around and free range 

amongst the vegetable beds. The hens often come out and play with the children 

amongst the allotment and vegetable beds.  The hen run is very big so they have 

plenty of space to run around and forage. We have a wooden shed/coop which 

houses up to 25 birds.”

- Ashbrow Primary School

 

- Michelle Frank, farmyard manager at Vauxhall City Farm

Whatever manufacturers say about the number of chickens that can fit in the

advertised house, halve it! A good tip is to get the measurements from the website

you’re looking at, and lay it out on the floor - you can use masking tape, the way

you would think about furnishing a new flat - and this will really help imagine how

many birds you are actually comfortable keeping in that space.”
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Wood or plastic?

• The wood ‘breathes’ and helps prevent the house interior becoming damp or smelly. 

• They are usually straightforward to adapt or repair if needed. 

• They can be bought or built comparatively cheaply. 

However, plastic hen houses are becoming increasingly popular and have their own set of benefits 

• They are easier to deep clean.

• They are lighter to move if needed.

In general, plastic houses are more expensive than those made of wood. 

What features will our hen house need?

Perches: Look for a house with around 30cm of perch available for each bird. Perches should be 

square with smooth, rounded edges rather than completely round as this is more comfortable for 

the hens to rest on. Removable perches will make everything much easier to clean. Again, your

ex-battery hens may prefer to roost on the floor of the hen house when they first arrive with you.

 

Ventilation: All hen houses should have some ventilation slits positioned above the hens’ 

heads. These are essential for removing warm damp air produced by droppings and by the hens 

themselves as they sleep. 

A secure pop hole: The hen house door is known as the pop hole. This should be designed in 

such a way that is can’t be opened by predators. Choosing a house with a vertically opening pop

hole will make it possible for you to fit an automatic door opener to the house if you wish. 

A ramp into the hen house: When your ex-battery hens arrive they they will never have learnt to 

go in and out of a hen house. Providing a gently sloping ramp up into the hen house will make it 

easier for them to wander in and out.

There are plenty of benefits to the traditional wooden hen house:

Nest boxes: Aim for one nest box for every 

three hens. Think about the height of the 

nest boxes; will younger pupils or wheelchair 

users be able to reach them to help collect 

the eggs? The nest box should have a strong 

catch or bolt to keep the hens safe. Be aware 

that ex-battery hens may not choose to use 

their nest boxes at first as they may find it 

difficult to reach them or simply not understand 

their purpose. However, over time most hens 

come to appreciate the calm and privacy of a 

dedicated place to lay.



Page 12

Are there any features we should avoid?

Try to avoid felt roofed houses as this 

material can harbour the red mite parasite. 

Avoid houses that will be tricky to keep clean;

you should be able to remove the perches, floor 

and any ramps to give them a scrub, and easily 

reach inside to clean all the nooks and crannies 

of the house. 

The cheapest mass-produced hen houses 

are best avoided as they don’t tend to last very

long and you may find yourself with a sagging 

roof, broken hinges or jammed doors after a 

few months. 

Is it safe to use a second-hand hen house? How about building our own?

This can be a very economical way to get started. As long as it’s the correct size and has the 

features described above then a hen house of your own design, or one re-purposed from an old

shed or outbuilding, can work really well. You can find many plans for different styles of houses 

online and it’s possible to purchase separate components, such as nest boxes, to build your own 

setup.

If you are using a second-hand hen house or re-purposing another structure make sure to give it 

a thorough clean with a viricidal disinfectant (such as Virkon) and treat it with an anti-mite product 

before installing your hens.

What sort of bedding do we need?

While chickens don’t strictly need bedding (as they usually sleep raised up on perches) you will 

need some sort of litter covering the floor of the hen house to catch and absorb droppings. In

addition, ex-battery hens may not use their perches initially (or at all) in which case they’ll want

something to snuggle down in on the floor. Suitable litter includes chopped straw, wood shavings 

or chippings or hemp bedding.

They’ll also need a good deep layer of this litter in their nest boxes so that they have a comfy spot to 

lay. Once your birds have a good covering of feathers on their chests you may wish to add some 

chopped straw for extra comfort. Please do not use hay as the hens are inclined to eat it and it can 

cause them health problems.

Depending on your setup you may also wish to provider a layer of litter in the run. This provides 

opportunities for scratching and exploration and can help with mud management (see below). Play 

bark and ornamental bark should be avoided as they can cause respiratory issues but hard wood 

chippings or even recycled rubber chippings work very well. 
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How do we keep our run from getting too muddy?

Chickens love to scratch and will transform a patch of lush lawn into bare soil in just a few days. In 

the summer this isn’t a problem as they can enjoy plenty of dust baths, but in the winter it can turn 

your run or chicken area into a messy, smelly mud bath. 

Firstly, consider choosing a roofed run or adding a roof yourself. Clear plastic sheeting or onduline

will protect your hens from the elements and keep the run floor dry while still letting in plenty of 

 light. A roofed run will also make it much easier for you to comply with the housing restrictions that

may be put in place in the event of an avian influenza outbreak, as seen in 2016 - 2017. 

Secondly, you may wish to put down rubber matting or chicken wire topped with a thick layer of 

chippings. This will help rainwater to drain away and the chippings can be hosed down or replaced 

to keep the run fresh.  

What do we need in our run or chicken area?

A dust bathing area: Chickens love to 

dust bath and it’s an important natural 

behaviour for them. It helps keep 

parasite numbers down and it’s also an 

opportunity for them to socialise as they 

roll about in the dirt together. 

If your hens have access to bare soil 

then they will make their own dust bath 

by digging out a shallow scrape but 

if they don’t have a suitable area for 

digging then you’ll need to provide a 

dust bath for them to use; an old crate, 

large tyre or a plastic paddling pool will 

compost, sharp sand and even wood ash and watch the hens enjoying it.

Perches: Hens feel safer when perching, even if it’s only a couple of inches above the floor.

Provide a variety of perches for them to choose from, such as logs, branches, or even an old 

wheelbarrow, and position them at different heights to make the most of the space you have 

available

Other enrichments: Chickens like variety and novelty. They don’t need expensive toys but will be 

very grateful for new things to explore, scratch, peck and investigate. You could try:

• Hanging up a few old CDs

• Providing a pile of leaves or a bucket of compost to dig in

• Rearranging their perches

• Creating a log pile to attract insects for foraging

• Hiding treats or hanging them from the run

• Regularly adding new objects such as buckets, straw bales, mirrors, old garden chairs or 

cardboard boxes. 
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Shelter from wind, rain and sun: if your run isn’t roofed then make sure the hens 

have somewhere to shelter from the weather, or simply hide away if they are 

feeling nervous.

What other equipment will we need?

A feeder and a drinker: Plastic ones will work fine and can be hung from the roof of 

your run to help keep them free of debris and out of the reach of pests such as rats. 

If you are especially concerned about attracting rats then you may wish to invest in 

a treadle feeder that only opens to provide access to the feed when the chickens 

step on a pad.

Cleaning supplies: A dustpan or hand shovel and brush, buckets, a broom, a rake, 

cleaning solution and possibly a wheelbarrow. You may also find a perch scraper 

or a stiff wire brush useful You’ll also need sponges or scrubbing brushes for cleaning 

feeders and drinkers.

Something to transport your hens: While cardboard boxes with ventilation holes 

are fine for collecting your hens you may wish to keep a basic pet carrier on hand 

in case any of your birds needs a trip to the vet.

Somewhere secure to store feed: Chicken feed usually comes in paper sacks 

which can be affected by the damp or by rodents. Lidded plastic or metal bins will 

help keep it fresh.

The animal care group from Cedars Academy shared their tips on choosing 
a spot for your hen house:

“Make sure the hens are in an area pupils 

can access as they love watching them on a 

break. All the pupils walking past say hello as 

the hens run to the fence to say hello (and 

hoping to be fed!). 

There has been a feel-good factor since they 

arrived in school, everyone is talking about 

how well they look now with all their feathers. 

We had a display when they arrived to show 

how many eggs they had laid, and announcements in assembly. We stopped 

when they reached the 200s!”
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Ok, so how much is this going to cost?!

Budgeting for a school chicken coop can be a bit daunting! However, it’s also a wonderful 

opportunity for pupils to get involved with – and even take responsibility for - a real-life budget, 

both before and after the hens arrive. For example, they could…

• Research feed guidelines and calculate the 

quantity and cost of each bird’s daily, weekly and 

monthly feed allowance. 

• Measure the hen house and calculate the volume 

and cost of bedding required each time the coop is 

cleaned.  

• Measure and record the usage rate and cost of 

health and cleaning products. 

• Research potential costs of vet visits, coop 

maintenance and holiday care. 

• Investigate whether any food, bedding or other 

supplies are being wasted, and design systems to 

make the best use of resources. 

Below we have listed the major costs you’ll need to consider, with a few suggestions for keeping 

them as low as possible. This is a rough guide based on re-homing a group of six hens so you 

may need to scale it up or down. 

Budgeting for your hens

“Keeping chickens is incredibly cheap annually, once you have them. Food & 

bedding can be bought in bulk and stored securely and is very cheap. So it’s 

worth spending some money for your start-up kit. You don’t want to get a cheap 

house that is going to be too small or fall apart after 6 months. It’s better to spend 

a bit more on a good-sized house and run, that will last you for decades.” 

- Michelle Frank, farmyard manager at Vauxhall City Farm
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One-off costs

Item Average 

cost

How we worked this out Keep the cost down

Hen house 

and run

£400+ This is going to be your biggest 

cost. It’s also the most variable, 

as every school will want to 

choose the right house for their 

setting and their pupils. For 

example, a walk in run is more 

expensive but makes it much 

easier for pupils to keep it clean 

and interact with the hens

If you have a handy member of 

staff or parent then you could 

build your own house and run, 

or adapt a shed. Be sure to 

research what a hen house 

plenty of plans online and pupils 

can get involved with planning, 

designing and measuring.  

Feeders and 

drinkers

£10 - £20 This is the cost for basic 

plastic feeders which work 

perfectly and are easy to clean. 

However, if you have (or are 

concerned about) a vermin 

problem then a treadle feeder 

(usually around £80) may be a 

better option. 

Try hanging your feeders from 

the roof of your run. This prevents 

the hens scratching feed onto the 

Hens £30 The BHWT suggests a 

donation of £5 per hen. 

Automatic 

door opener

£90 This is not an essential item 

but can make a huge difference 

in schools, especially in the 

summer when everyone needs 

to go home before it gets dark! 

Chicken wire £15 Chicken wire stapled across 

or around the base of your run 

can help keep foxes out. 

Cleaning 

equipment

£30 You’ll want to keep brooms, 

hand shovels and a dustpan 

and brush handy. A perch 

scraper is a useful item 

too, and don’t forget a few 

buckets or trugs. You may 

want to set up a compost bin 

for composting all that lovely 

chicken poop. 
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Ongoing costs

Item Average 
cost

How we worked this out Keep the cost down

Feed £8/ month This is the average cost of a 

bag of layers pellets which 

should last six hens around a 

month.  

Once you’ve chosen a feed 

supplier you can use the 

Poultry Feed Calculator at 

https://goo.gl/7N7faf to work 

eat a month.

Buying in bulk – for example, 

a pallet of six bags of feed – 

can give a good saving, but 

make sure you have a dry, 

vermin-proof place to store it 

all. 

Supplementary 
feed (such as 
mixed corn)

£3/ month This is a treat rather than an 

essential but it does provide 

some important enrichment for 

the birds (and pupils!) as they 

scratch for it. 

Bedding £10 - £20/ 

quarter

This will depend on what type 

you choose – cheaper bedding 

will need ‘poo picking’ and 

changing more frequently and 

may be dustier.  

Straw £2.50/ quarter This is the average cost of a 

2kg bale. The hens only need 

a handful to make their nest 

boxes more snuggly so one 

bale lasts a while. 

Large tub mixed 

grit

£4/ quarter Chickens need access to grit 

for healthy digestion. One tub 

will last you several months. 
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Item Average 
cost

How we worked this out Keep the cost down

Chippings for 

the run

£40/ quarter This is based on topping up 

your run with three bags of 

chicken-safe wood chippings 

every few months. Instead of 

topping up wood chippings 

you could choose rubber 

chippings instead – these cost 

a little more but are a one off 

purchase as you hose them 

down instead of replacing 

them.

Your chippings will last much 

longer – and your run will stay 

much nicer – if your run has a 

roof and a kickboard around 

the base to stop the hens 

kicking them everywhere. If 

surgeon in your area they 

may be able to provide you 

with cheap or free chippings 

instead. 

Health and 

hygiene 

products

£16/ quarter This is based on buying a 

regular supply of coop cleaner 

and mite powder. 

Buying in bulk may work for 

you, although you may wish to 

decant products into smaller 

containers to prevent wastage 

if the pupils are using them. 

Wormer £28/ year This is based on buy two 60g 

tubs of Flubenvet 1% and using 

it for preventative worming 

three – four times a year. 

Vet visits £20/ year Hopefully, you won't have to 

see the vet at all but… you 

never know! Fees vary from 

vet to vet but this is roughly the 

cost of a consultation and a 

course of antibiotics.

The Poultry Guide website has a very useful ‘Return on Investment’ calculator which 

will tell you how much your birds will cost to keep per year and how much you can 

hope to earn back through selling eggs. Do be aware though that the number of eggs 

laid by ex-battery hens can be variable.

For healthcare advice phone

the BHWT Advice Line on 

01884 860084.
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The main concerns for schools considering chicken keeping are:

• What do we do about weekends?

• What do we do about holidays?

• How do we make sure the pupils are involved?

• How do we ensure buy-in from staff and parents?

Managing weekends

Different schools solve this challenge in different ways: some have a local caretaker or teacher 

who is happy to pop in and check on the hens once a day while others are comfortable providing 

access to the school grounds to a team of local parents (or even volunteer local residents) who 

take turns to come in and check on the chickens. In either case, you will want to provide some 

basic training to everyone who will be working with the hens to ensure they feel comfortable with 

their role and are able to spot any problems. 

As long as your hen house is fitted with an automatic door opener and the hens have a suitably

sized run then this only needs to be a quick visit to refresh feed and water and make sure all the 
hens seem in good health. They will get themselves up in the morning and put themselves to bed 

again at night! 

You’ll also need a plan in place for emergencies such as a sick chicken who needs to visit the vet. 

Managing holidays

If you decide on a system of local weekend volunteers then this may work for you throughout the

school holidays too. However, many schools find it more straightforward to send their hens to a 

chicken boarding facility. These can be found in most regions and some will even worm your hens 

for you during their stay!  

Getting the pupils involved

Again, this is an area where each school finds a system that

works for them. Below are several models that you could

consider, or mix and match to find a way that works best for

you 
 
Option 1: Each class takes turns. Asking each class to 

take care of the hens for a week at a time certainly has some 

advantages. It gives every pupil the chance to practice animal 

care skills and ensures the whole school is invested in the care 

and well-being of the chickens. It provides opportunities for 

every teacher to apply classroom learning to regular chicken 

care tasks, for example by challenging the pupils to weigh and 

measure feed or collect and present data on egg laying. It is 

Sharing out the work
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also a good opportunity for each class to communicate with pupils in other classes or higher or 

lower year groups than their own as they ‘hand over’ at the start and end of the week, passing on 

any relevant information to the next set of chicken-keepers.

However, this system only works if every class teacher in the school is happy to be involved with

the care of the hens and feels confident in taking responsibility for their care for a short time. 

Option 2: One year group takes responsibility. For example, you could decide to make the 

hens the sole responsibility of year four. This provides every pupil with a chance to work closely 

with the hens as they move up through the school. The group currently responsible for the hens 

can plan and lead an assembly once a term to keep the rest of the school up-to-date on their flock.

 

This works well if one member of staff is particularly keen to take on the main responsibility for the 

care of the hens. 

Option 3: Set up a mixed-age Chicken Club. There may be a small core of pupils who are 

particularly excited to work with the hens. 

Recruiting these pupils and setting up a rota 

of play-time or lunch-time hen duties overseen 

by one or more members of staff may work 

well for your school. 

It’s also an opportunity for pupils to try out 

a range of skills; some may simply wish to 

feed and clean the hens but others might 

want to become involved in helping manage 

the budget, taking photos or writing a blog, 

producing information signs for the coop or 

taking charge of egg marketing and sales, as 

well as helping to recruit new members to the 

Chicken Club. This model also gives pupils of 

different ages the chance to work together and older pupils may wish to visit other year groups to 

teach animal care and hen handling skills. 

Option 4: Drop in chicken care. Set up a rota of willing staff members to hold drop-in chicken 

care and handling sessions at break time and lunch times. This works very well for some schools 

but can run the risk of the staff doing all the hard work or, conversely, trying to find jobs for

everyone when too many people drop in to help at once! 

“Our Year 3 children have been assigned a full afternoon every week to look 

after the hens. Every Tuesday is Hen Day! Every child in the year group gets the 

chance to work with the hens, and hen keeping is built into the curriculum.  We 

also run an after school hen group every Tuesday  and at breakfast club some of 

the children let them out and collect the eggs.”

- Ashbrow Primary School
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How do we ensure buy-in from staff and parents?

The idea to re-home some ex-battery hens often starts with a single member of the school 

community who is particularly passionate about the project or has some experience with chickens. 

It’s not always easy to demonstrate to everyone else why the extra work and expense is well worth 

it! 

First of all, take a little time to understand and explain why you’re considering re-homing 

hens. Have the pupils requested it? Is it to meet a particular school aim such as improving 

behaviour, promoting team work skills, or achieving a healthy eating goal? Will it contribute to the 

achievement of an Eco Schools award or similar? 

Secondly, be realistic about the amount of work involved and how much everyone will be expected

to contribute. Most people are pleasantly surprised to find out how quick and easy chickens are to 

care for but it’s important that no one feels pushed into a responsibility they didn’t choose. 

Discuss and deal with any concerns from staff, parents, and locals early in the planning 
stage. Hygiene and safety, rats, noise, and pecking are commonly expressed worries about taking 

on hens in school. These are all issues that can be easily managed and avoided with some simple 

forward planning and communication. Please do contact our re-homing helpline for advice and 

guidance. 

Find an opportunity for staff and pupils to meet 
some hens before the school hens arrive. A farm 

trip, a visit from a local chicken keeper or one of our 

school workshops will give everyone the chance to 

get hands on and should provide some reassurance 

that hens are safe, easy, and very comforting to 

handle! 

 Provide training for knowledge and confidence.
While we’ve tried to provide a comprehensive 
overview of chicken care in this handbook, it’s no 

substitute for in-school training. There may be an 

organisation in your area offering this service to

schools or you may be able to find a local parent or

farmer who can share their knowledge before your 

hens arrive. In either case, your training should 

cover:

• Correct handling of the hens, including conducting 

a simple health check

• Feeding and suitable treats

• The basics of chicken behaviour, including feather 

pecking and bullying 

• Common health issues including crop problems, worming, and laying problems. 

• Managing red mite and other parasites

Getting everyone involved
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Plan exciting events in the run-up to 

the hens’ arrival. Holding fundraisers, 

a ground-breaking ceremony for the 

chicken run, or even competitions to 

name the hens or design a logo for 

your egg boxes will help everyone feel 

involved and excited. When the hens 

arrive why not hold a chicken-themed 

welcome party? 

Keep up the momentum! Once the 

initial excitement has settled down you 

can help keep everyone interested with 

regular updates. Taking photos on the 

day the hens arrive then once a week for

the first few months can provide a huge 

sense of satisfaction as everyone sees 

the striking improvements to their appearance and well-being. 

Some schools produce very effective blogs or newsletters to keep everyone up to date on the 

hens’ antics. A little gentle competition to see which class can sell the most eggs doesn’t hurt 

either! 

Review the chicken project regularly. Make sure everyone has the chance to raise any issues or 

concerns so your systems can be tweaked and improved and no one is left feeling frustrated. 

Grow your project. You may not have the space for more hens but that doesn’t mean you can’t 

do more with your new flock! Why not consider inviting a local flying start group or nursery to

visit? Or taking a few hens on a trip to a local care home? You could even make a film about your

project or train other local schools to start their own flock of ex-battery hens.

Ysgol San Sior in Conwy keep a flock of 150 hens and produce up to

17,000 eggs a year! 

“Each week a different class 

assumes full responsibility for the 

hens and the teachers plan an 

activity ensuring that there is a 

clear link to improving literacy and 

numeracy standards, this is called 

‘Wythnos Ieir’ (Chicken Week).  

Activities have ranged from using 

decibel meters to determine if the 

cockerel is too loud, investigations to 

show the strength of an egg, designing containers to protect an egg to using 

the eggs to make some of the delicious recipes from our school cookbook.”



Page 23

Planning for good health and safety is a key part of ensuring your chicken project is a success. 

In general, chicken keeping is an extremely safe activity for children and, armed with a little extra 

knowledge, you can ensure that everyone feels confident working with the hens and promoting 

good safety and hygiene. 

You can find a sample risk assessment for school hens on our website.  

Infectious diseases 

Chickens, like all animals, carry around a range of bacteria, viruses and parasites. The two 

zoonoses (diseases that can be transmitted between humans and animals) we should be most 

aware of with regard to school chickens are E.coli and salmonella. E.coli lives in the human gut 

and most strains are harmless but some can cause serious illness. It can be picked up from 

contaminated foods and animal faeces.

Cases of E.coli O157, the main strain causing serious illness, are very rare; in England and 
Wales 

there are about 800 cases a year. Most of these are in hospital and are contracted by elderly 

patients. Salmonella is carried by poultry, wild birds and many animals but infection is more 

commonly caused by eating contaminated, undercooked food. Every year, across the whole of 

the UK, there are around three outbreaks of gastrointestinal disease which are linked to visits to 

petting farms. The risk of catching either of these diseases from school chickens is extremely low 

as long as good hygiene procedures are followed.

Careful planning and developing good hygiene habits will keep the risk of infection to a minimum:

• Everyone touching the chickens, entering their pen, or handling any tools or equipment 

associated with the chickens must wash their hands thoroughly with soap and water. The 
Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens produce a Clean Hands Toolkit to download 
which can be useful for marking out ‘clean hands zones’.

•
 Antibacterial hand gel is not an adequate substitute for 

hand-washing. Hand gel is not effective in killing E.coli and 
can give a false sense of having clean hands. Helping pupils 

develop good habits around hand-washing, and keeping 

dirty hands away from their faces will protect them better 

than providing hand gel.

• If your chickens free range, assume the area is 

contaminated. Remember that both staff and children 
entering chicken areas will pick up faeces on their shoes, 

potentially transferring it to indoor areas including classroom 

carpets. Consider buying a simple disinfectant mat for use 

at the entrance to the chicken area. Keeping dedicated 

footwear or even providing disposable shoe covers can also

be beneficial. 

• Do not allow children to kiss the chickens. It’s totally 
adorable but not a good idea!

• Children should never be allowed to eat in the same area 

as the hens, or allowed to share snacks with them – it can

be tempting when the chickens are tucking into familiar 

snacks such as carrot sticks and grapes! 

Keeping everyone safe
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Dust and respiratory issues

A dusty hen house is unhealthy for your hens as well as humans so choose bedding that doesn’t 

create a lot of dust such as chopped straw, wood or hemp chippings. Chickens should never be 

given hay (they eat it and it can cause crop problems).

Provide dust masks for anyone involved in applying diatomaceous earth or cleaning out a really 

dusty house. Pupils with known respiratory issues can take on other elements of chicken care

such as filling up their drinkers.

Pecks and scratches

Very few hens will peck to be aggressive and it’s rare for them to break the skin. Accidental pecks 

are more common, usually when you’re holding something a hen wants or if she mistakes a 

button or shiny jewellery (or even freckles!) for food. Most children are mildly shocked by the first

peck they receive and subsequently learn the best way to approach and handle the hens to avoid 

pecks. Don’t allow children to hold chickens up to their faces or anywhere near their eyes. Keep 

the hens’ toenails trimmed if necessary. 

Chemicals and medications

Most basic chicken house disinfectants are mild and safe for children to use under supervision, 

although with some products they may need to wear gloves. However, there may be occasions 

(for example following a mite infestation or outbreak of respiratory illness) when you need to use 

something stronger in which case staff should carry out the cleaning process. All disinfectant 

products, medications and other products should be stored securely when not in use and covered 

under your school’s COSHH policy.

Some medications require you to dispose of the hens’ eggs for a certain period of time, usually 

around 7 days but sometimes longer. Do not be tempted to eat the eggs during this withdrawal 

period as they will contain traces of the medication. 

Using tools and equipment

Most tools associated with chicken keeping 

are very safe. The children should be 

shown how to handle brooms, shovels and 

rakes correctly and reminded to place them 

safely out of the way when not in use. 

You may wish to paint some parts of your 

hen house (such as the top of the run door) 

with a bright colour to help avoid accidental 

bumps. 
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The house and run are ready 

If you have a wooden hen house that needs treating then do this as far in advance as 

possible so the smell can fade. If you need to do any little fiddly bits like sanding down 

perches or installing an automatic door opener then do it now when everything is nice 

and clean and you don’t have hens milling around your feet. 

We’ve added bedding and litter to the run, hen house and nest boxes 

and set up the feeders and drinkers. 

 Don’t worry about filling the run or garden with toys and enrichments right away.The 

novelty of grass, soil, fresh air and tempting insects will provide more than enough 

stimulation for your new hens.

We have all our supplies ready

Have a good supply of feed and bedding, cleaning supplies, and a small selection of 

basic health and first aid supplies on hand so you’re not rushing out for anything at 

the last minute. 

We know where to buy more supplies

Make sure you know where to buy chicken feed and other supplies, and have decided 

who is responsible for monitoring and purchasing feed and bedding.  

We have found a chicken friendly vet

Not all vets like to see chickens, considering them to be exotic animals or livestock - 

call up your local practice and check. Alternatively, you can search on the BHWT 

website for an associated practice whose vet/s have completed a specialised 

chicken health training course.  

 

We have the BHWT advice line number close at hand 

We have plenty of experience gained over the years which we are happy to share 

and we work closely with a number of vets. So if you have a question, a concern or 

just want to speak with someone who understands the needs of ex-battery hens 

then do give us a call on 01884 860084 or email your question to hens@bhwt.co.uk.

Preparing for our hens to arrive

Whether these are your first ex-battery hens or new additions to the flock, it’s useful to 

know that everything is ready for their arrival. Use this checklist to make sure everything 

is in place. 
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Staff and pupils know what to expect

Make sure that everyone understands, as far as possible, how the hens are likely 

to look and behave when they arrive. A school assembly, a visit from one of our 

volunteers, or chicken-themed circle time can help get everyone ready. 

Your new hens are almost certainly going to peck each other. They’ve probably 

never met before (there’s no guarantee they’ll be from the same cage) and their 

whole world has suddenly changed so it’s only natural that they’re feeling a bit 

confused and want to sort out their pecking order as soon as possible. Consider 

posting some signs around the chicken run explaining this behaviour so that 

everyone understands what they’re seeing. 

It’s important that the pupils realise that these birds will be unfamiliar with jumping on 

and off perches so they must be gently placed on the ground and never dropped. 

When their new feathers start to grow. They should always be handled gently. They

will not be used to loud noises and will absolutely hate being chased.

We have plans in place to care for the hens

Do you have a clear idea of who will be responsible for feeding, cleaning out, and 

health checking the hens?

Have you decided who is responsible for dealing with emergencies and vet visits? 

Does everyone know how to contact them?

Do you have a solid plan for weekend and holiday chicken care? 

We know when and where to collect our hens

Make sure you know where you’re going and what time you need to be there! 

Collection days are run by hard-working volunteers who are often up at the crack of 

dawn to collect the hens from the farm so make sure you’re on time to help their day 

go smoothly. 

Find out what you need to take and have suitable boxes and a donation ready for 

the hens. Wear old clothes that you don’t mind getting slightly mucky and take an old 

towel and some wet wipes for your hands. And take a camera! When you look back 

in a few weeks or months it will amaze you how far your hens have come since their 

first day with you. 
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Although your ex-battery hens may

look a bit shabby when they arrive

they should be quite healthy birds 

as they will have been fully 

vaccinated and wormed. They may, 

however, be unfit. Fitness will 

improve as they have opportunities 

to use their legs and wings to 

explore their new home.

This section of the handbook will give you a brief overview of some of the more 

common health problems you may encounter. However, it is no substitute for 

training and the support of a chickenfriendly vet and we encourage you to contact 

our helpline if you have any questions or concerns about your hens.

Health checking your hens

When your hens first arrive they will not be used to being handled and need some 

time to settle in. At this stage, you can spend some time observing them to make 

sure there are no obvious signs of illness or injury. Please note, you will never 

knowingly be given an unhealthy hen to adopt. Watch out for:

• Hens standing or sitting isolated in a corner

• Drooping and trembling wings

• A hunched or unusual posture

• Hens that seem to have no appetite

• Messy feathers around the vent (backside) area

• Odd-looking droppings in the run

• Sneezing, wheezing, gasping

• Runny noses or puffy eyes

Once your hens have got to know you then staff and pupils can pick them up for 

regular hands-on health checks. Here’s how to do it: 

Step 1: Check that the hen’s eyes are bright, clear and clean. There should be no 

discharge or crustiness around her beak. 

Pecking, poop, and poorly hens

A short guide to keeping your flock healthy



Page 28

Step 2: Run your hands gently over her body looking for wounds, lumps and bumps, 

and bald patches. 

Step 3: Check the base of the feathers on the back of her neck for any signs of lice 

or their eggs. 

Step 4: Gently feel her crop to check it feels normal (see ‘Crop problems’, below)

Step 5: Check that the scales on her legs are smooth and flat and her toenails are a

comfortable length. Look at the underside of her feet to check for wounds. 

Step 6: Check her backside. The area around her vent (the exit hole for eggs and 

droppings!) should be clean with no signs or parasites or diarrhoea. 

Parasites 

There are two main groups 

of parasites that you need 

to know about: internal and 

external. 

Internal parasites live in 

the digestive system, and 

sometimes the respiratory 

system of the hen. There are 

a number of different kinds 

but most are harmless in 

small numbers. However, 

if they are allowed to build 

up then they can make 

hens seriously ill and even 

eventually prove fatal. Hens 

suffering from worms may 

lose weight, lay fewer eggs, 

look unwell and lethargic or 

have diarrhoea.

Happily, internal parasites are easily managed with regular worming. The only available licensed 

wormer for hens is called Flubenvet which can be bought online or at smallholding suppliers; 

you simply mix the worming powder with the hens’ feed for a week. Hens can be wormed 

preventatively every three or six months or if you suspect they have a parasite build up. 

External parasites include poultry lice and scaly leg mites, which live directly on the hens, and 

red mite, which live in the nooks and crannies of the hen house and come out at night to feed on 

your sleeping chickens. 

You may see poultry lice crawling on your birds or you might spot clusters of eggs at the base of 

their feathers. Scaly leg mites cause the hen’s legs to become lumpy and crusty as they burrow 

beneath her scales. You can check for red mite by running a piece of white tissue paper around 

the perches and nest boxes each time you clean your hen house; if you notice reddish-brown 
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smears on the paper then red mites have probably moved in!

Parasites that live directly on the bird can be treated with a 

spot-on insecticide which is usually dropped onto the skin on the 

back of each hen’s neck. The most commonly used treatment is 

Ivermectin 1% drops. You’ll need to weigh your hens to calculate 

the correct dose and you won’t be able to eat their eggs for a 

short while after treatment; this is known as an egg withdrawal 

period and can be found in the literature for the medication you 

are using. 

Red mite must be tackled by treating the hen house with an 

anti-mite product. There are many different ones available so make sure to read the instructions 

carefully to ensure you’re using it safely. You’ll usually need to repeat the treatment two or three 

times to completely eliminate the mites. 

Providing dust bathing areas, checking your hens regularly, keeping the coop clean, and dusting 

it with a product called Diatomaceous Earth can help prevent external parasites from becoming a 

problem. 

Laying problems

All hens can experience egg-laying problems but ex-battery hens may be slightly more prone to 

these issues due to the huge number of

eggs laid in their first year of life. Laying 

issues include:

Egg binding: This is where an egg gets 

stuck as the hen is trying to lay it. An egg 

bound hen may adopt an upright posture, 

drop her wings or exhibit shaky wings, or 

move fussily in and out of the nest boxes 

without producing an egg. 

A twenty-minute soak in warm water 

followed by the application of Vaseline to 

her vent can often solve the problem but 
if not, or if in doubt, take her along to the 

vet as soon as possible. 

Prolapse: This occurs when a hen strains to lay a large egg. You’ll notice a large swelling at her 

vent and she may be in obvious discomfort. You can treat a prolapse by keeping it clean and 

applying haemorrhoid cream but you’ll need to take some further steps to prevent it reoccurring so 

contact your vet for advice.  

Egg peritonitis: This problem occurs when there is damage to the hen’s oviduct. When her 

body produces an egg it drops down into her abdominal cavity instead of passing through her

reproductive system causing bloating, difficultly breathing, and eventually infection. 

As an internal issue egg peritonitis can be tricky to detect but if your hen seems lethargic, is 

standing in an unusual posture with legs partly splayed, has discharge from her vent or her 

abdomen feels hot or very swollen then she will need to see a vet.  
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Crop problems

The crop is the lumpy bulge that you can feel at the base of the chicken’s neck – it feels a bit like

a bean bag! It is a widening in the oesophagus where the first stages of digestion occur.. It should 

be empty in the morning, as the hen has digested the previous day’s feed, and fill up as she helps

herself to food throughout the day. 

Occasionally the crop can become impacted and food is unable to move on through the digestive

system. If you notice that a hen has a firm and full crop first thing in the morning, or the crop feels 

bulging, stretched, or hot, then it may be impacted. A mild case of impacted crop can be treated by 

giving your hens a few drops of olive or vegetable oil and gently massaging the crop. Repeat this 

several times over the course of a day and if the situation doesn’t improve, or the hen seems very 

unwell, then she may require further help form the vet. 

Chickens can also experience a sour crop, where the balance of bacteria in the crop becomes 

disrupted and the crop fills with fluid. If your bird’s crop feels like a water balloon and she has sour,

smelly breath then she may be suffering from this issue and needs to see the vet. 

Crop problems can often be prevented by restricting access to long grass, avoiding giving them 

hay, and making sure your hens can’t swallow stray string or rubber bands. Providing a constant 

supply of grit will also keep the digestive system in good condition. 

Unusual poo

Chickens can produce a surprising variety of droppings! Getting used to the difference between

healthy and unhealthy poo is a very useful way to monitor your flock’s health. In general,

droppings should be firm and brown or grey with a white capping. They will also produce a regular 

caramel-coloured caecal poo which is entirely normal. If you see runny, foamy, watery, bloody, 

bright green or bright yellow droppings then these need further investigation.

If your hens seem generally well and there is no other sign of illness then restrict any treats for 

a few days and monitor them to check that their droppings return to normal. If they haven’t been

wormed in the last six months then worm the whole flock. 

If the weather is very hot then check the hens have plenty of fresh water and consider providing 

juicy treats such as cucumber to prevent dehydration. 

If you notice any hens looking unwell or with messy feathers around their vent then isolate them 

and make an appointment with the vet. 

Injuries

The most common causes of wounds and injuries are:

• Feather pecking and bullying

• Accidents such as broken toenails or getting caught on a protruding nail

• Rough handling, especially when growing new feathers

• Fox and dog attacks

• Foot injuries from splintery perches or jumping onto rough surfaces
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• Foreign objects in eyes

• Disposable gloves, an old towel and hand sanitiser. 

• Purple spray/ antiseptic wound spray

• A pair of tweezers

• Small animal/ cat nail clippers

• Saline solution and antiseptic cream

• Vet wrap or other dressings (plus scissors to cut them to size)

• The contact details of your vet

Respiratory problems and notifiable diseases

Chickens can pick up viruses and develop respiratory infections from contact with wild birds (and 

their droppings) or unsuitable housing conditions (for example a damp, poorly ventilated hen 

house). 

The signs of a respiratory infection include:

• Bubbles in the eyes

• A runny nose or discharge from the beak. The chicken may also have sticky feathers on her 

shoulders where she has been wiping her face. 

• A puffy or swollen face

• Sneezing, gurgling, or wheezing

• Raising the beak to gasp for air

• A hunched, lethargic hen with no appetite

Most respiratory infections require veterinary treatment for the whole flock and many can be

treated with antibiotics. 

Certain diseases are notifiable; this means you are legally obliged to report them to your local

Animal Health Officer. If you or your vet suspect a notifiable disease then you can find the details

of your local Animal and Plant health office here.

Occasionally, as with the Avian Influenza measure put in place in 2016 and 2017, you may be
required to take special measures to protect your hens from disease, such as keeping them inside

their run. You can voluntarily register your hens with Defra so that you will be notified of any 

disease outbreaks and special measures 

as soon as possible. Register online at

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/poultry-

registration

Pecking and bullying

In chickens, the pecking order is a natural, 

normal and healthy way for a group of 

birds to avoid wasting energy or risking

injury by fighting each other every time a 

resource (such as food, a safe perch or a 

mate) becomes available.

Keeping a simple chicken first aid kit on hand will help you deal with most of these problems. Your

first aid kit could contain:
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Stronger, healthier and more dominant chickens peck less dominant birds on the head and use 

aggressive body language to keep them away from food and other resources. Over time a group 

of chickens will develop a shared understanding of each bird’s place in the pecking order, with a 

top bird who can peck everyone and a bottom bird who is pecked by everyone! Once this order 

has been established the group can live quite peacefully together. Even very large groups of birds 

– up to 90 in fact – can maintain a healthy pecking order between them. 

Although this seems like a tough life for the bottom bird she is quite content as long as the pecking 

order is stable, and she will only generally receive pecks if she ‘steps out of line’. The top bird will

take on some additional responsibilities, including warning the flock of predators and directing the

other birds to food sources. 

However, disruption to the pecking order can cause problems with aggression and lead to bullying 

among the chickens. The most common reasons for hens to begin bullying each other are a lack 

of space, boredom, a deficient diet, or a sudden change in the pecking order such as the arrival of

 

a new bird or one hen becoming injured or ill. 

When hens bully each other the damage ranges from pulling out feathers (often at the base of the 

back of the head and neck, on the back, or around the hen’s bottom) to wounding and drawing 

blood (often around the vent). Once this behaviour has started it can be difficult to stop and can

even prove fatal to the victim so keeping your hens happy, entertained, and properly fed will help 

keep pecking problems at bay. 

If you suspect that one of your hens is being bullied then you can review your housing and feeding

to try to fix any issues that could be causing the problem. You can protect the bullied hen by 

dressing wounds, rubbing Vaseline on her comb, disguising any bald patches with purple wound 

spray, or temporarily isolating her if necessary. Provide bullied hens with places to hide away and 

separate feeders and drinkers.

If you have identified the bully you could try isolating her with feed and water in sight of the rest of

the flock for a few days; this may lower her rank in the pecking order enough to resolve the issue. 

For any concerns regarding bullying contact the BHWT for guidance and support.

We want to support you as you re-home 

your ex-battery hens! 

Did you know that we have a range of free 

curriculum-linked resources available for 

primary schools to download? 

You can find them on the Learning Pages

of our website. We can also offer free 

workshops at your school from our team 

of learning volunteers. 

Supporting the work of the BHWT
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Good luck with your new hens!

There are also many ways that you can support our work. As well as re-homing 

approximately 50,000 hens each year we work to education consumers about caged 

egg production and actively promote and support farmers keeping hens in free range 

systems. To continue with our work we reply on our generous supporters, including 

schools.

If you would like to support us you could…

• Hold a Free Range Friday or another event to raise funds. Some schools kindly

choose to donate a percentage of their egg sales to us.

• Buy your chicken keeping supplies, treats, and toys from our online shop

• Sponsor a hen

• Help us campaign for happy hens by writing to companies currently using eggs

from caged hens in their products.

You can find out more about these, and other ways to support us, on our website.
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