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MARY BRITTON CLOUSE/CHICKEN RUN RESCUE

Shelters that lack outdoor space to retrofit for chickens can create comfy temporary housing by making
use of large dog crates and storage space. Chickens need plenty of bedding—straw is best, but

shredded paper works—to scratch and nest in.
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When a batch of chicks sent through the mail
in 2008 became overheated in transit, the post
office called Oakland Animal Services. The
shelter took on the care of hundreds of chicks
while it searched for rescue groups that could
house them permanently or find adopters.

conditions—to care for their own little flock
of clucking pets. The chickens’ eggs are col-
lected and eaten; the birds are kept warm
and safe and treated as companions.

But for others, the charm of the hobby
wears off quickly. Keeping the birds costs
money and takes time; they can be noisy and,
if their keepers aren’t vigilant about keeping
the birds healthy and their space clean, they
can catch lice and attract other pests.

MAC frequently finds the animals of
those people who've decided that humanely
raised eggs are just too much work. The
birds the department picks up stay in the
shelter for the required five-day holding pe-
riod; few are reclaimed by their owners.
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On the sixth day, they are transferred to
Clouse, who attempts to find better homes for
them. Between the animals turned over by
MAC and the birds that come directly from
owners, it's a big job. Clouse says she and her
husband have only recently started tracking
the number of surrender inquiries they re-
ceive, but those numbers have exploded.

Before the urban agriculture fad took
off, she says, a big year for Chicken Run
would have been about 60 birds, with the
average running closer to 30. “Now, we're
pushing a hundred surrender inquiries just
since March,” she says.

In Your Backyard?

It's the dark side of a mostly positive trend.
“Locavores”™—the 2007 word of the year
for the Oxford American Dictionary—are
people who try to eat foods grown nearby,
thus reducing the carbon footprint created
by long-haul shipping of meats and pro-
duce. And there’s nowhere more local than
your own backyard, where you can grow
fruits and vegetables—and perhaps raise
animals—that require no gas-guzzling trans-
port whatsoever.

Locavores and other folks commit-
ted to knowing as much as possible about
where their food comes from—is it organic?
Humanely raised? Produced by laborers who
aren't exploited?—have had a positive effect
on food trends overall, and those dilettantes
who go to the trouble of purchasing chickens
and then grow bored with them are likely a
minority. But while the recession has driven
some folks to take on the role of farmer, it
can also drive them to abandon animals
who've become too expensive. If urban ag-
riculture is a trend in your community, you
may see the occasional clucking byproducts
of the human capacity for laziness.

“Just two days ago, someone posted a
message on this [urban agriculture] listserv.
She had already been issued a permit, and
she posted a message saying, ‘We're getting
our chickens tomorrow. Does anyone have
coop plans?’” says Clouse. “And this was
someone who'd been given a permit. In the
past, you were already supposed to have
facilities in place before you got the birds.”
It’s sad, Clouse says, that people who think
they’re doing something good for the Earth
sometimes end up harming the birds.
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Even if urban agriculture isn’t taking off
in your community, you may take in the oc-
casional chicken. Parents still buy chicks for
children at Easter; schools still participate in
science projects that involve students hatch-
ing eggs and—pbriefly—taking care of the
chicks. Chickens are used in animal fighting
rings and biomedical research. Feed stores
sell chicks to anyone with a few dollars and
a whim.

Approximately 9 billion chickens are
slaughtered for meat each year—and the
United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) interprets the 1958 Humane Methods
of Slaughter Act in a way that allows poultry
farmers to exempt chickens from the pro-
tection it provides. Another 280 million are
kept as laying hens, most of them in battery
cages that afford each bird less space than a
sheet of copy paper. That’s not information
from animal activists, but from reports by
the USDA and the United Egg Producers, a
trade association that represents the major-
ity of U.S. egg farmers.

With all the chickens out there, it's small
wonder they turn up at shelters now and
then. The challenge for most animal shel-
ters (which weren’t designed with chickens
in mind) is ensuring that, when these birds
come to stay, they have a comfortable place
to roost while they await an adopter.

Chicken Little Times 500

In 2008, director Megan Webb and the rest
of the staff at Oakland Animal Services
(OAS) in California got an up-close glimpse s ¥
at one aspect of the terrible care standards

faced by agribusiness chickens we can help yvou help them

“It was a really hot day, and we got a call =
from a local post office,” Webb says. “They
said, ‘There are all these chicks in this box
and they're dying, and there’s no food and
water for them.”

Believe it or not, the shipment was done ‘idvance vour animal protection career
by industry standards. When chicks are
born, for the first 24 hours of their lives, they . nring eche 1 availabi
may be shipped in the U.S. mail without any I Hursame Sociely University. Bacheiors
food or water, as long as they arrive at their sl rs, andl a variety ol prolessional
destination within 72 hours. crilflcal rograms are available

Hatcheries claim this is fine: The chicks at humanesociety.ong/university,
have eaten the albumen within their own

eggs prior to hatching, and don’t need fur-

h=nonlineshumanesac ety org,

ther nutrition for the first few days. Thus,

they can be shipped en masse: According
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to a 2006 story in National Geographic News,
during the weeks leading up to Easter—the
busiest time of the year—a single lowa
hatchery was mailing about 200,000 1-day-
old chickens in a week.

As you might expect, there’s substantial
disagreement between industry and animal
welfare sources about what constitutes appro-
priate transport and humane care for brand-
new chicks, who are highly sensitive to stress
and temperature fluctuations. And there’s no
argument about what happened to the more
than 500 birds OAS staff took in back in 2008.

“We took them because they were
dying,” says Webb. “A lot of them had died,
and when we researched where they had
come from and contacted the guy who sent
them, he said, ‘Oh, you know, it’s going to
cost me more to have someone drive them,
since that was now his only option since they
could no longer be mailed. The cost of trans-
porting wouldn’t have been worth it to him.”

It may seem callous to those who see
animals as more than commodities affecting
a bottom line, but in this case, the straight
financial equation worked out in the chicks’
favor: The man told OAS that it could have
them, so instead of heading onward for
brief, cramped lives and unpleasant deaths,

the chicks all came to the shelter.

Whether the equation worked out in the
shelter’s favor is another question entirely.
While OAS takes in chickens pretty regu-
larly, Webb says, these numbers were just
overwhelming.

Staff put the baby chicks in the shelter’s
“flex rooms,” spaces it maintains for just
such surprise cases. But even with food
and water and better temperatures, many
birds still died over the ensuing weeks. The
shelter worked with several area farm sanc-
tuaries to get the surviving chicks placed,
but while details were being worked out,
Webb says, “it was difficult to have them
here because of the smell and the noise
created by that number of chicks. It was
unbelievable. The smell was overwhelm-
ing, and you just realize what these hatch-
eries and factory farms must be like on the
inside. We had masks for the people who
were cleaning, but the admin office started
to smell and we had flies. ... We're just not
set up for that.”

Keeping Cluckers Comfy

Typical shelters, thankfully, will not have
to deal with such huge numbers on a regu-
lar basis. But when individual chickens
come in, they’ll still need to ensure the
birds” comfort.

LONE CELLO THEORY/FLICKR CREATIVE COMMONS

“Why?" you ask? If urban agriculturalists aren’t careful, people may see many more chickens crossing
local roads—already a fairly common sight in Minneapolis.
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Outdoor enclosures work well, provided
they will keep predators out and allow the
birds to take shelter from the elements. If
you don’t have adequate outdoor space at
your facility, though, you’ll have to impro-
vise: Keep the birds far away from cats and
dogs. If you have a spare room that’s quiet
and can hold a cage, that can be a decent
temporary holding spot.

“A chicken should not, any more than
a dog or cat, be forced to sit on a cement
block or a wire floor,” says Karen Davis, pres-
ident of United Poultry Concerns (UPC), a
rescue and education group in Machipongo,
Va., that focuses on fowl. Davis recommends
straw bedding or wood shavings; shredded
paper can do in a pinch.

“The straw should never be moldy or
wet. It’s not just that it's uncomfortable; there
are mold toxins that are fatal to chickens. So
it should always be fresh, fluffy, clean straw.
And every day that the chicken is there the
poop should be removed,” she says, noting
that a metal spackling knife—a tool avail-
able at any local hardware store—makes for
an ideal poop scraper.

Davis and Clouse note that chickens need
lots of fresh water, but that they tend to stand
and defecate in their water bowls if given the
opportunity. Having water and food bowls
that clip to the side of the cage can prevent
the poop 'n’ perch problem.

When MAC consulted with Clouse about
what kind of spaces the shelter should have
for stray chickens, she requested stainless
steel cages that open from the front. “One
of the most terrifying things for chickens is
being picked up,” she says. “They’re prey
animals, and how you grab them is key to
whether you’ll scare the hell out of them
and risk injury or escape.” The front-loading
cages, she says, work well: “They’re easily
sanitized, and you can reach in with your
whole upper body and embrace the bird
before you extract them.” Once you have
the bird cradled close to you, she says, you
can hold her like a football—but gently!—to
keep her wings in place so she won't injure
herself with panicked flapping.

At UPC, Davis feeds the birds a mix of
veggie pellets and coarse chicken scratch;
corn alone, she says, doesn't provide chick-
ens with the nutrients they need. She supple-
ments their diet with black oil seeds, some



fruit—not too much, though, because it can
cause diarrhea—and dark leafy greens.
“They love green cabbage,” she says. “We
anchor the leaf so they start biting it and
tugging at it. ... Over a day or so, they’ll bite
it down to the nub, and that way it becomes
an activity as well as a food.”

As for handling, Davis says, chickens
are social birds, and both shelter staff and
chicken adopters need to remember that.

“You need to make eye contact with
chickens,” she says. “Chickens have excel-
lent eyesight, and if all they see is your feet
and your legs and you just sort of treat them
like an object you're handling, you're never
going to be able to establish a relationship
with them. ... They really do thrive on affec-
tion, and they know when they’re experienc-
ing caring rather than just care.”

The Eternal Question
It’s the classic stumper: Which came first,
the chicken or the egg?

“Well,” the logic goes, “chickens hatch
from eggs, so the egg must have come first.
But then eggs are laid by chickens, so the
chicken must have come first, but then ...
oh no ...” Cue the sound of a human brain
sizzling, much like the frying egg in that old
anti-drug commercial.

You could debate the ontological issues
behind poultry origins all day, but when it
comes to selecting adopters for these ani-
mals, there should be no doubt: The chicken
must come first.

Chicken adopters need to be looking
for a companion, says Kim Lanham-Snyder,
director of special programs and projects at
the Marin Humane Society. It's OK if they
also want the chicken’s eggs, as long as the
care they provide is appropriate.

It goes without saying that an animal
shelter should never place a chicken with
an “adopter” who plans to “house” the bird
in her “tummy.” That’s requirement No. 1 for
anyone who wants to adopt a chicken from
Marin Humane, says Lanham-Snyder: No
one gets an animal they plan to eat.

Eggs are another matter, she says. “We
want people to have free-range eggs and
produce eggs the right way, a humane way,”
says Lanham-Snyder, “but we make sure
they have the right facility, that they’ll have
an indoor enclosure at night to keep them
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When chickens rescued from industry first arrive at the shelter, they tend to cluster together fearfully,
says Kim Lanham-Snyder of Marin Humane Society. But with time and TLC, many come around and
reveal their social natures.

safe from wildlife. They do have predators.
We look for someone who wants a compan-
ion and who will also keep them safe and
not just throw them in the backyard and let
the coyotes come get them.”

Adopters who plan to adopt and care for
a flock of chickens need to be prepared for
the costs of setting up a predator-safe envi-
ronment for their birds. Clouse estimates the
startup costs for raising chickens at close to
$4,000; that estimate includes the costs of
a coop, fencing, security, and other equip-
ment. [t doesn't include the cost of care for
each bird, which she puts at around $250 a
year—provided the animal stays healthy.

Many urban and suburban areas have
specific zoning restrictions for the keeping of
poultry. These restrictions may specify how
close the birds can be to a residence and
how much space is required per animal; in
some areas, chickens may be illegal to keep
or may require an owner to get a permit.

In the upstate New York area served
by the Humane Society at Lollypop Farm
in Fairport, “most townships require three
to five acres for you to have a farm ani-
mal, regardless of whether it's a horse or a
chicken,” says Joanna Dychton, farm man-
ager for the shelter. If the potential chicken
adopter is unknown to shelter staff, Dychton

says, they’ll definitely verify that the home
provides suitable space and a coop that will
keep the birds safe from harm.

Chicken adopters, Dychton says, need
to be vigilant about collecting the eggs their
animals produce, especially if they have
a rooster who might have fertilized them.
“Chickens lay eggs. Eggs happen,” Dychton
says. “Chickens are sneaky. You have a barn
full of chickens, you have to know where
they lay eggs. If they’re way up in the rafters,
or they have a nice cubbyhole you can’t get
to and you have no idea they’ve laid eggs,
then they hatch eggs. We always tell people
they have to pull the eggs. If someone comes
in and says they want to breed, they want
chicks, I won't adopt to them.”

Feathered Friends,

Not Featherbrains

Flock dynamics should also play a role in
how you place chickens; some roosters can
become aggressive with each other if there
aren’t enough hens to go around. That’s just
natural, says Clouse. “Nature designed these
birds to protect the flock and to establish a
hierarchy, a very rigid social structure,” she
says. “It’s fluid, but everybody knows where
they stand with the rest of the flock. There
are alpha roosters, beta roosters, and then
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the subordinate roosters, and
the same with the hens.”

Adopters shouldn’t buy into
the bad rap that roosters get,
Clouse says. An adopter who
takes the time to train and get to
know a rooster will often find a
friendly and social bird under-
neath that macho behavior.

Others echo her perspective,
noting that some of the neurotic
and aggressive behaviors hens
and roosters display are likely
to disappear as they become ac-
customed to a setting where they
have space and comfort and
positive social interactions with
humans and with each other.

Remember: Those chickens
rescued from factory farms have
likely led fairly traumatic lives.
Psychologically, they’re much
like the dogs rescued from puppy
mills, who've never known what
it is to walk on grass or take com-
fort in the arms of a human.

At her sanctuary, a white, curly-feath-
ered rooster named Mr. Frizzle has become
more lovable and affectionate as he’s ad-
justed to his new home. He’s friendly with
people, and he enjoys the company of his
lady friends, Davis says.

“He’s out on the back porch now. He'’s
a cheerful little rooster, very talkative, and
he’s with our two broiler hens, Dandelion
and Jasmine, who are the largest of the
chickens. They're the ones who were bred
for meat. And so they form a little group
out there with Miss Rhodie, the little Rhode
Island red. There’s that happy little foursome
out on the porch,” she says. “They know that
they’re in an environment where they matter
... they feel comfortable and secure.”

As chickens recuperate from their
early traumas, shelter staff and adopters
who spend time around the birds may find
their own perspectives permanently al-
tered. Webb says that even though many
of her staff eat eggs, they won’t eat those
from the shelter birds. “They say, ‘I know
that chicken!”” she laughs.

So much of the way we categorize ani-

When rescued chickens
arrive at Marin Humane, “they tend to

Kramer, a seized fighting rooster who suffered a
brain injury during a bout, now serves as a mascot
at Oakland Animal Services. He loves to be picked

mals—these for food, these for companion-
ship, these for work—is cultural, a system

up and held, and was quite depressed when
his “girlfriend” died earlier this year. But a new
“chick” has lifted his spirits, according to OAS
director Megan Webb.

Resources

Mary Britton Clouse kindly pro-
vided chicken care recommenda-
tions for shelters; check them

out at animalsheltering.org/
chicken_care.

-

Find more tips on chicken care and

general poultry needs at the web-
sites of United Poultry Concerns
(upc-online.org) and Chicken

Run Rescue (brittonclouse.com/
chickenrunrescue/).

-

Read about the treatment of
factory farmed chickens at
humanesociety.org/farm.

flock and stay in a huddled circle in the
corner,” says Lanham-Snyder. The birds
have developed an unjustified reputation
for being stupid, she says—in fact, they’re
naturally quite bright and sociable. But
like anybody, they can be haunted by
their past experiences.

“Anything they’'ve experienced with hu-
mans has so far been negative, so they try
not to interact,” she says. “In free-range farm
life, they come right up to you, you throw
the grain out, they come up and peck it up.
[These birds] don’t understand that. They’ve
never had anything to perch on, so they
don’t even know to get up on a perch and
hold their feet around it. It’s traumatizing,
but they do learn how to do it over time.”

Time and gentle handling by adopters
can transform chickens into lovely, friendly
little creatures, says Davis. In a shelter or in
a new home, it’s all a matter of letting them
know they’re safe and sound. “I can'’t tell you
how an environment where the chickens feel
that they are cared for, where they're not liv-
ing in fear, what that means for their ability
to get along with each other,” Davis says.
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handed down to us by longstanding traditions.
But many people who've brought chickens
into their lives find they’re no longer limited by
preconceived notions about the species.

Change can start small, and Clouse
says people who are already attuned to the
needs of dogs and cats, who understand
the reasons for adoption and the kind of
bonds that can develop between people
and their animals, tend to understand the
call to see chickens as something other
than production units.

“What we've found,” she says, “is that
there are a lot of people who get it. They
read the personality profiles on our Petfinder
page and they suddenly understand, go, ‘My
gosh, these are complex creatures! These
birds have personalities and they're indi-
viduals.” All it takes is for someone to give
them permission to think differently from
other people, so once they understand that
there are people who care and advocate for
chickens and respect their instincts and be-
haviors in all of their complexity, the ‘dumb
animal’ that everyone thinks about? ‘It’s just
a chicken’? All of that falls away.” AS


www.animalsheltering.org/chicken_care
www.brittonclouse.com/chickenrunrescue
www.humanesociety.org/farm
http://www.upc-online.org

