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This book is dedicated to every single animal still stuck in the 
confines of animal agriculture. We will not stop until they are all 

free.  We will not stop until everyone understands these beings are 
individuals deserving of love, care, respect and a life free from 

exploitation. 
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CONGRATULATIONS!
If you are reading this booklet, it is likely that you have either adopted rescued chickens, or you are planning to. 
That's great news! Every life saved is so important whether you have liberated hens yourself or adopted hens 
from a rescue. 

This booklet has been adapted from our NSW Hen Rescue adoption pack that is provided to all new adopters. 
The aim is to reduce the learning curve that comes when caring for chickens.

Like the adoption pack, this is a work in progress and you will receive emails as the guide is updated. Whilst 
this booklet focuses on ex-egg industry chickens, much of the information can be applied to all chickens. If you 
would like to request new information to be included, please email admin@henrescue.org with your request. 

Used in conjunction with the Companion Chicken Log Book (also available at henrescue.org) you will find 
yourself able to give your chickens the very best care possible. 

As you spend more time with your feathered friends, you will see each of their different personalities emerge 
and they will soon discover their natural behaviours, like scratching the dirt and taking a dust bath.

Now you have the fun of getting to know your chickens, recognising their distinct combs and feather patterns, 
their unique personalities and giving them suitable and respectful names.  We believe naming chickens is so 
important. In our society, we have been brainwashed into thinking of chickens as disposable commodities. 
Naming your chickens or keeping the name the foster carer gave them helps to break down this wall and helps 
you and your friends, family and vet see the chickens as the individuals they are.  

You can gain more than you could ever imagine by thinking of your chickens as companions as opposed to food 
producers. By putting them first and thinking of their needs like you hopefully would do with a dog or a cat, you 
can have a relationship with these girls that you never expected. A relationship based on real love, which comes 
without expectations of what you can take from their bodies. 

Once again, I thank you for your support and wish you the best of luck with your new feathered family 
members. Let?s give them the freedom, love and care they deserve!

 

Thankfully,

 

Catherine Kelaher
Founder & CEO | NSW Hen Rescue
http://henrescue.org

P.S. If you would like to help us liberate more hens and provide them the vet care they need and the lives they 
deserve, please consider becoming a Hen Hero and donate monthly, or make an urgent single donation today. 

P.P.S. Saving one hen may not change the world, but it will change the world for that one hen. Thank you for 
adopting. 
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YOUR ADOPTION AGREEMENT
When people adopt from NSW Hen Rescue, we ask them to sign an adoption agreement. When they sign the 
agreement and pay the adoption fee, they agree to care for their new family members for life.  I hope you will 
make the same agreement with yourself and do your very best to see your chickens as individuals deserving of 
the same care that you would give an adopted dog or cat. 

Read through the points below and think about how you will do your best to give your chickens the very best 
life possible. 

1. The Adopter agrees to give love and care to the animals unt il the end of the animals' natural life. 
2. The Adopter agrees to name each chicken with a respectful name to recognise their individuality. 
3. The Adopter agrees not to surrender, give away, or sell the animal(s). If the Adopter?s 

circumstances change and the Adopter feels at any t ime that he/she can no longer look after the 
hens, the Adopter agrees to seek out help from a sanctuary or rescue and to keep bonded animals 
together. This is to avoid a 'Black Beauty' situat ion where animals are passed from home to home 
and results in inadequate care. 

4. The Adopter understands that slaughter/killing of chickens is prohibited. It  is understood that 
the hens are adopted as companion animals and eggs are recommended to be fed back to the 
hens. If the kindest opt ion is euthanasia due to disease, this must be performed by a vet with full 
anesthet ic. 

5. The Adopter will ensure hens are given veterinary treatment when necessary and understands 
that despite society seeing chickens as disposable, they are worthy of good vet care. 

6. The Adopter will not use the hens for commercial gain.
7. The Adopter will not breed from the hens (there are already many unwanted roosters, and it  is 

unfair to bring more hens into the  world who are exploited for their reproduct ive system.)
8. The Adopter will provide at his/her own expense proper and sufficient food, water, shelter, kind 

treatment and proper medical care for the hens at all t imes.
9. The Adopter will provide proper protect ion from predators. If the chickens are to live in an 

enclosure, the adopter will ensure it  is large and interest ing. 
10.The Adopter will provide protect ion from heat and cold stress.

Some of the items on this list may seem super obvious, but you would be surprised how many people are not 
willing to provide hens vet care or who only see hens as egg laying machines. By viewing your chickens as 
individuals and taking the time to name them and get to know them, you are already a few steps ahead of most 
of society. 

Adopter Signature................................................................................   Date...........................



7

NSW Hen Rescue | Donate Today @ henrescue.org/donate

BEFORE YOU ADOPT EX-EGG INDUSTRY HENS
Okay, so here's the bit you need to read if you plan on adopting ex-egg industry hens or if you already have 
some beautiful ladies in your care. Much of this information can be applied to other rescued hens, but even if 
you have cared for hens before there are a few things you need to be aware of when you bring the girls home. 
After all, these ladies have spent 18 months of their lives in a cage with 3-6 other hens or packed in a barn with 
thousands of other birds, barely able to move.

Can you imagine how they must feel as they experience sunlight for the first time and are able to stretch their 
wings and scratch the earth? Part of the joy of adopting ex-factory farmed hens is watching them discover their 
natural hen ways. Along with the positives, there are some negative things to be aware of, but as long as you are 
prepared, you will be fine. I am going to share with you the things you need to acquire before adopting as well 
as things I wish I had known before my first rescue. 

WHAT YOU WILL NEED:
Chicken Coop

The chicken coop provides shelter from the weather, protection from predators and somewhere to roost at night. 
Chicken coops always advertise that they can take more hens than they really should. If the coop says it is 
suitable for five hens, it is likely that three will be more comfortable in it. A chicken coop is just for night time 
and the hens should have a safe free range area or a large enclosure for the daytime. 

Bedding

Bedding helps keep your hens warm and comfy at night.  Remember many ex-battery hens will  prefer to sleep 
in the bedding rather than on a perch. Ensure they have plenty of straw or dust reduced shavings. Do not use hay 
or regular shavings as these are dusty and can cause respiratory disease. If you are having problems with mites, 
dust reduced shavings are the best option, as mites will not live in these.

Pet Carr ier

We do not transport the hens in boxes as even if the box has holes in, it is not usually well ventilated enough and 
in Summer can get way too hot. Hens can die from heat stress, so we need to be very careful. A pet carrier is 
ideal. A cat carrier can fit two hens and a medium dog carrier can fit four hens. You can buy them from Petbarn, 
find them on Gumtree or you can sometimes borrow them from the vets. It is a good idea to have one on hand in 
case of vet appoinments or even emergency bushfire evacuation.  Add some straw or dust reduced shavings and 
the carrier will be nice and comfy for your girls' trip. For longer trips, you should buy a clip on food and water 
bowl. 

Layers Mash

Layers mash is the food the hens get fed at the factory farm, so it is important to use this food to start with. 
Introduce other food slowly. At first, your chickens will not recognise corn and pellets as food. You should be 
careful introducing treats as this can upset the girls? tummies. As most of the hens have been debeaked, they 
find layers mash from a deep bowl much easier to eat than pellets or scratch mix. You may also wish to invest in 
a chicken feed scoop and a sturdy bin to keep the food safe from rodents. 
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Grit

Grit should be provided in a separate bowl to the hens' food. The grit helps them grind up their food and 
provides valuable calcium. You can use crushed up egg shells in addition to grit, but these do not provide 
enough calcium on their own. Many laying hens are calcium deficient due to the way they have been bred to lay 
so many eggs so you may wish to provide a calcium supplement in addition to grit.

Free Range Area

Along with the coop, you will need an area of the garden where the hens can free range. It is good to give your 
hens as much space as possible. You may want to fence off an area of the garden for them to roam in during the 
day. You should also ensure the hens are safe from predators. Daytime predator attacks can happen, so if you 
live near bush or on acreage, you will probably want to have a fully enclosed free range area. The minimum 
recommended space (not including coop) for two hens is 10 metres square with an extra 3 metres square per 
additional hen. If you have a secure, safe garden it is probably best to let them free range. The free range area 
should include items of interest such branches to perch on, things to hide behind, plants to provide shade and 
areas to dust bathe in. This will help keep the girls entertained. The more space they can enjoy the better as they 
can feel claustrophobic after their time in the cage. They are okay in a cosy coop at night but need plenty of 
space in the day. 

Feeder and Dr inker

You will need a feeder and drinker to put the hens' food and water in. These should be heavy so that the hens 
cannot tip them over.  You can get them in the produce store, or if you want to save some money, you can pick 
up an old, heavy casserole dish from an op shop for food. You can also use an unused cat little tray for water. 
Most fighting starts over food and one way you can help the hens settle in is to give them multiple food bowls 
spread out so that everyone can get some food. That way if one hen decides to guard a food bowl, it won't 
matter and everyone can still get something to eat. After the hens have settled in you can reduce the number of 
food bowls and may only need one.

Wormer and Vaccinations

When factory farmed hens are chicks they are loaded with vaccinations. This means that you will not have to 
worry about vaccinating them for Marek's Disease. 

Ask the rescue if they have already wormed the hens. If not, you will need to worm soon after adoption and then 
once every three months to keep your hens happy and healthy. Wormer comes in different forms. You can buy 
liquid wormer that you add to the hens' water or you can buy tablets. We usually worm the hens with tablets 
before they are rehomed. We use Vetafarm Wormout tablets and find them easy to administer and effective. 

Lice Treatment

Rescued hens are likely to have lice and mites. You can buy a spray, powder or water supplement. It is a good 
idea to routinely treat your girls for lice as they can be picked up from wild birds and can get worse in hot 
weather or if your hen is feeling ill.

Vitamin Supplement

A vitamin supplement is something to consider to help your hens grow back their feathers and stay healthy. 
There are various brands available at produce stores. Another way to give the hens a much-needed boost is to 
feed them back their eggs. 
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SAVE YOURSELF THE LEARNING CURVE
Things I wish I had known before my first rescue

1. No Boxes - I had heard a rumour that it was okay to transport hens in boxes as long as I put holes in the 
cardboard. I found this to be false. Even in cold weather, a box can be too hot and not secure enough. Pet 
carriers are far better and are available from pet stores, online or can be found secondhand.

2.  Predator Proofing - Over the years, I have learned just how important predator proofing is. Learn all about 
it in the next pages.  

3.  Larger area needed than most people think - Following on from the last point, I also learned that the 
coops sold in stores are entirely unsuitable for daytime. Hens are far too big to spend any time in the outdoor 
area of even the biggest flat packed coop. If the garden is not predator safe in the day the way forward is to 
make a large, interesting enclosure, much like a garden.

4.  Fencing needs to be higher than I  thought - Even ex-caged hens can be very flighty and feisty. They soon 
discover how to use their wings.  Plus if the fences aren't high enough, a dog could jump in. 

5. Clumping behaviour  - This was something totally unexpected to me. If you rescue a large number of hens 
from cages or a packed free range barn, you will find that when placed in a larger area they all clump into the 
corners together at night. If you have rescued hundreds of hens this can prove very dangerous and you may need 
to make many smaller enclosures or have dedicated de-clumping volunteers. On the night of our first rescue, we 
had to rush around emptying all the nesting boxes to ensure no one was suffocating. 

6. Layers Mash - This was something I had researched, but I am so glad I did. Farmed hens are used to eating  
powdery food and due to their exploited reproductive system, they require a lot of energy to lay eggs. It is 
important to keep them on the food they are used to and to provide multiple, deep bowls to prevent fighting over 
food (see food page for more details.)

7. Sunbathing - This will sound silly, but I had never seen a hen sunbathe before. When Sharron and I watched 
all the hens fall to their side, wings and legs out as a sunbeam hit them, we thought something was seriously 
wrong! It took a moment to realise they were just sunbathing for the first time in their lives. 

8. Implants! Ex-layer hens have suffered to lay eggs and that can result in tumours and egg peritonitis. A 
hormonal implant from the vet can be a lifesaver and will stop them having to produce eggs. They come in 6 or 
12-month implants (read more in our implant pages). 

9. Vet bills - This was something I had thought about, but many adoption applicants do not. They assume 
because hens are cheap to adopt, they will also be cheap to cure of disease. This is just not true. You will need to 
find a vet competent with birds and can expect to pay the same kind of bills as you would for a dog or cat. One 
thing I cannot emphasise enough is that you should NEVER follow the home surgery advice on the internet. 
This advice comes from people who see chickens as unworthy of vet treatment.

10.  Heat stress - Those who have applied to adopt with NSW Hen Rescue know how much I bang on about 
protecting hens from heat stress. This is because I have had some bad experiences with adopters who have not 
protected hens from extreme weather. It is important for every chicken carer to keep an eye on the weather 
forecast. Read our heat stress section for more details.

11. Jumpers -  If a hen is very bald or not feeling well, please bring her inside. Chickens hate jumpers. No 
doubt they look super cute, but chickens can get their feet caught and stress out much like when you try to put 
clothes on a cat. Jumpers get in the way of dust bathing. If you do feel the need for jumpers please carefully 
observe your hen whilst she is wearing it.  Snugglesafe heaters are useful for winter and available on eBay.  
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FEEDING CHICKENS

Intensively farmed hens have been fed layers mash their whole life so it is very important that you feed this to 
your new girls, at least for the first week. Layers mash is the finest food in the picture. The best thing to do is 
feed layers mash such as Barastoc Premium Top Layer Mash or County Heritage Vegetarian Layers Mash for 
the first weeks and then start mixing in some of your 
preferred feed with the layers mash until they get used to 
it. Be aware that if a hen is severely debeaked, she may 
always prefer layers mash. Ex-egg industry hens like to 
eat from deep bowls or troughs where they can easily 
scoop the food even though they have been debeaked.  
After a few weeks, we like to move the girls onto a 
quality, complete scratch mix.  We still provide a bowl of 
layers mash as some hens do prefer what they are used to. 
Be aware that some companies label foods layer mash but 
they are actually selling a scratch mix, so be sure to look 
at the consistency of the feed. 

Remember that the hens have never had any treats before 
so it is important to introduce them to new foods slowly. 
You may find that your hens don?t recognise the treats as food to start with.  As much as you want to pamper 
your hens, if you let them eat vegetables or fruit straight away they may get ill, so keep it slow and steady. The 
girls will probably be quite food obsessed, so it is a good idea to provide multiple bowls of food (spread out) for 
a while until they are comfortable eating together.   

WATER
The hens will need a constant supply of water in the day. 
Although they will not need it at night whilst they roost. 
Whilst in the cages or on the barn floor they will have got 
water from a drip feeder which only gives them a drop at 
a time. This means that they have never drunk with their 
heads down before.  

Over the first few days, it is important to keep an eye on 
your hens to check that they all understand where to get 
the water from and that they are all drinking enough.  
They may need some help working it out. For the first 
day splash your fingers in the water bowl every time you 
go to see the hens. You will see their heads perk up as 
they listen curiously to the splashing noise. This will 
encourage them to investigate with their beaks and realise where the water is. Once they realise they will love 
taking big gulps of water. To them it is a real treat compared to the little drips they are used to.
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PREDATOR PROOFING COOPS & ENCLOSURES
Predator proofing and creating a safe yet fun and interesting environment for chickens is something to consider 
before you adopt. If you are already caring for chickens but have not yet ensured their safety, please keep them 
somewhere safe whilst you create the perfect environment for them. Remember by adopting them, you have 
signed up to keep them safe for life. 

As we liberate each hen from her life of suffering, we promise her that now she will be safe, loved and cared for, 
for the rest of her life. Imagine what a betrayal it would be if we left her open to predator attacks. 
Trauma and death by predator should not be written off as the way things are. We should also be careful not to 
blame the animals that need to hunt for food. It is up to us to protect our feathered family members.

LIVING IN SUBURBIA 
If you live in the suburbs or the city there may be less risk of predator attacks than in rural areas. But please 
don?t be complacent. We have heard of hens being attacked in towns and cities. Even if you never see predators 
in your area, be sure to provide a secure coop for night time.  Goshawks are frequently spotted in cities and 
residential areas. 

DO YOUR GIRLS HAVE A SAFE COOP FOR 
NIGHT TIME?
A coop should be well ventilated with strong, galvanised 
wire mesh included in its design. 

Remember, predators can climb so ensure the coop is 
covered at the top. 

Prevent foxes from digging underneath the coop by 
adding a mesh skirt to the bottom of the coop or ensuring 
the mesh is buried into the ground along the edges of the 
coop. You can also place the coop on concrete to stop a 
predator gaining access. 

A determined and hungry animal will tear into damaged or rusty wire. Sturdy, steel mesh is required. It should 
be too thick for a quoll or fox to bite through and the spacing should be too small for a rodent to squeeze 
through. We have heard of a sad incident where a predator reached through a crate with wide enough spacing 
and pulled a hen?s leg through. The injuries resulted in euthanasia for the poor hen and trauma for her friends. 
Make sure there are no weak patches in your enclosure and check your coop every day at dusk to ensure that it 
remains predator proof. Rain can rust steel mesh and cause it to move out of place, split or weaken.

Ensure the coop doors are locked every night. Count your chickens before you close the coop to ensure 
everyone is safe, sound and accounted for. Ensure your chicken coop has latching bolts on any openings as 
foxes can easily knock open simple twist catches.

Remember that predators can hunt during the day. Cats and dogs may also roam neighbouring yards, therefore 
ensure your hens? run meets the same standards as your coop, or if they roam in your garden during the day, 
ensure you have adequate fencing.
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COUNT YOUR CHICKENS!
Automatic opening and closing doors for chicken 
coops are sold as a way to save time and automate 
the care of your chickens. Please be careful not to 
rely on them. We have heard of several occasions 
where people have caused the deaths of hens by 
relying on automatic doors.

 One lady assured me that her hens were trained to 
come into the coop every single night. They knew 
their routine. At dusk, the door closed behind them, 
keeping them safe and sound. That was until the 
night one of the hens got stuck under a large tree 
root and didn?t get herself to bed. She was killed by 
a predator. 

If a hen is injured, stuck or has escaped you won?t know unless you check. 

Relying on an automatic door opener means that you are missing out on checking that everyone is okay in the 
morning. Always count your chickens morning and night. Make sure everyone is safe and well and then we can 
all sleep soundly. 

When I was volunteering at A Poultry Place sanctuary, Bede, the sanctuarian, had me write down the number of 
birds in each shed. I counted them all every night before I closed the doors, even though there were dozens of 
chickens inside. He taught me that this is the only way to ensure everyone is safe and sound. 

EXTRA STEPS FOR ACREAGE AND HIGH-RISK AREAS
Whilst there are predators everywhere, rural properties 
may pose additional challenges when it comes to predator 
protection. A small acreage may provide excellent 
roaming space for the hens, but there are also a lot more 
places for predators to live and hunt. Even small blocks in 
some areas have a high chance of predator attacks. For 
example, the Blue Mountains, Southern Highlands and 
blocks that back onto bush or creeks are extra risky. 

In these situations, you will need an enclosure. This is an 
additional space to the coop where the hens can roam 
inside without risk of being injured when you are not 
there to supervise them. 

SIZE MATTERS!
When well-intentioned people build a safe enclosure, 
there is often the chance of them making it far too small. 
If hens are spending most of their time in there, then it 
needs to be as big and as interesting as possible. Think of it as a fun challenge as you aim to create a safe and 
secure garden for the girls but within an enclosed area. 

People with small enclosures will sometimes say, ?it will seem like a palace after the battery cage,? and yes, it?s 
true that anything is better than that. But we aren?t aiming for just anything. We promise the girls a safe, fun and 
interesting life, not just a bigger cage. Hens originate from red jungle fowl so it makes sense that they love to 
explore jungle-like flower beds and shrubs. They love to dig in dirt baths, have areas of shade and sun and 
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plenty of places to run, hide and explore. They are never going to get this quality of life in a chicken tractor. 

You can create a safe enclosure for daytime with chicken wire, star pickets, and netting above. Ground wire or 
buried wire are also crucial for some areas.

Remember the more like a garden you can make your enclosure the better.

If you?re not sure, ask yourself, 'does this living space resemble a garden or a cage?'

PREDATORS TO BE AWARE OF:

Foxes are the number one predator to be aware of. Some people will tell us that they haven?t had a fox attack in 
all the years they?ve had chickens, despite not having predator protection. The hens may have been safe for 
years, but that doesn?t mean they will be safe in the future. It is worth being vigilant. 

We also hear from some people that they are happy that the council baits foxes in their area. 

Baiting is a cruel, hideous death and it is important to remember that foxes are not villains. They were brought 
here by humans and are now just trying to survive. It is up to us to protect our little ones from them. 

Hungry foxes can hunt in the day but are especially prevalent at night, dusk and dawn. They can jump and climb 
fences, dig under enclosures and push open doors with their nose. They are quick hunters with the ability to 
climb high and fit into the smallest of spaces (an adult fox can pass through a 10cm diameter hole and can easily 
scale a 6ft fence or wall). A fox can tear chicken wire using their teeth and quickly enter a small gap in the 
fence.

Cats and dogs - Many people care for cats and dogs in 
addition to hens and have no problems. You still need to 
ensure that your garden is safe from stray dogs that may 
jump in. Cats will usually only attack small chickens, but 
better to air on the side of caution. Your steps against 
foxes will also suffice for cats and dogs. 

Note - We get contacted regularly from people who adopt 
a dog who then poses a danger to the hens. These people 
want us to take the hens off their hands as they cannot 
keep both species of animals. Please consider your 
feathered family members before choosing a dog friend. Many dogs get on wonderfully with hens, but some can 
be a lethal threat. Even with the sookiest dogs make sure to do a careful introduction and take no risks.  
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Hawks - When I lived at Ettalong Beach, I was amazed at how few predators there were. No foxes to be seen. 
Only one neighbouring cat, who was happy to sleep in the grass by the chickens. Good fences to keep out the 
local dogs and no snakes or goannas in the garden. Then about a year after moving there, I heard a commotion 
in the garden. Looking up into the tree I saw a beautiful, big, grey bird with red eyes. At first, I thought she was 
a parrot and then I saw her talons. A quick Google search showed me she was a grey goshawk. 

She decided to hang out in our garden and we named her Karen.  After some research, I found that females can 
kill full sized chickens. Karen hunted the little doves in the garden and we knew we had to act fast to keep our 
girls safe. 

The chickens had to spend a day in the garage whilst I netted over an enclosure for them. 

Even though we had excellent tree coverage, this did not protect against goshawks, as they love sweeping in and 
out of tree canopies for hunting. They are ambush predators and will continue their hunt on the ground, chasing 
their prey under bushes. The only solution is full netting 
in these situations. 

Quolls are probably the most skilled hunter. Quolls keep 
themselves well-hidden and many people may not even 
be aware they have them in their area. If you live in the 
Blue Mountains or other bushy areas, you may well have 
a local quoll population. Quolls are crafty with their little 
paws. They use their sharp teeth to bite through rusted or 
insecure wire and are small enough to squeeze through 
gaps that a fox could not. 

Rats - Rats and mice will not usually pose a threat to 
your hens, although could cause harm to chicks.  Try to 
minimise local rodent populations by being sure to pack 
away all food at night in rat-proof bins. Ensure that your rubbish is confined and not on the floor in plastic bags, 
as rats are scavengers and may be attracted to your rubbish. 

Remember that rats are simply trying to exist. They are intelligent and curious animals.  If you are concerned 
about the rodent population around the coop, you can use humane traps. Check out PETA?s guide to releasing 
rodents safely away from your home: https://www.peta.org/issues/wildlife/living-harmony-wildlife/rats/

Goanna, snakes and lizards - 

Reptiles are usually more interested in eating eggs than 
chickens. Minimise risks by collecting the eggs and 
feeding them back to the hens straight away. If a hen is 
broody and sitting on eggs, make sure she is somewhere 
safe from predators such as inside your house. 

It is not unknown for a goanna to take a bite of a hen or 
kill a chicken. Even if a hen is just wounded, a goanna 
bite is often lethal as they have a lot of bacteria in their 
mouth which will cause infection. Your hen would need 
immediate antibiotics, pain relief and vet care to get her 
well again.  

Bush Turkeys - Okay, so they are not officially a predator, but we have heard some very sad cases of hens being 
killed or injured by bush turkeys, so it is important to include them in our list. For much of the year bush turkeys 
and hens seem to coexist fairly happily. In Springtime, the hormones get going and male bush turkeys can cause 
significant damage to chickens by either fighting with them or trying to mate with them. Please protect your 
hens from these attacks. In extreme cases there are bush turkey relocation services to relocate aggressive 
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turkeys, but remember it is always our responsibility to protect our companion animals. 

Humans

The biggest threat to hens is humans. Your girls have just been liberated from a human-built system of 
exploitation. Right now, millions of chickens are suffering at the hands of humans. Please bear this in mind as 
you protect them from other predators. Removing your money from the animal exploitation industries (meat, 
eggs and dairy) will go far to help protect chickens from their number 1 predator. 

AFTER A PREDATOR ATTACK
If a predator attack has occurred, you can assume that the predator will be back now that they have located a 
food source. 

If hens have been injured they must be taken to a bird vet immediately for pain relief, antibiotics and possibly 
further treatment. 

Healthy survivors will be traumatised. They should be kept inside a safe enclosure whilst changes are made to 
make their environment safe. 

OTHER PREDATOR DETERRENTS:
Sensor lights can be used as an additional tool to deter predators. When an animal triggers the motion sensor, 
the light will go off and startle them. The fact that they are exposed to such a bright light may prevent the 
predator from making further efforts to gain access to the coop.  A sensor light should never be your primary 
predator protection but is a useful additional tool. 

Thank you for understanding how important it is to provide a safe, interesting environment 
for your feathered family members.  
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RESPECTFUL LANGUAGE & NAMING CHICKENS
The way you talk about your chicken friends makes a huge difference to how you feel about them and how 
others see them. It is important as advocates for animals that we use language in a way that encourages others to 
respect animals and to value them as individuals.

It may seem like a tiny detail, but we have to remember that chickens receive very little respect in our society.  
We have been brainwashed to see them as objects for our use and consumption. Using respectful language is 
just one way we can counter that. 

Rather than using the word ?it? to describe an animal, use he, she or they. ?They? can be used both as plural and 
for an individual. 

You may also find that when you talk about your chickens to friends or post a story on Instagram about them, 
people will respond better if you highlight one chicken?s individual story as opposed to talking about an 
unnamed flock. 

Naming also plays an important part in building your relationship with your chickens and how others see them. 
When you first meet your adopted hens, they may all look the same, but when you sit down with them and let 
them walk around you, you will notice big differences. You will see different feather patterns, different 
colouring, different comb shapes and very different faces. Most of all they will have different personalities, just 
like all individual animals do.  Even if you have adopted 30 chickens, if you sit down with them, over time you 
will get to know them individually. 

For example, in my garden I have Lentil who just adores cuddles and wants to be friends with everyone, Ariel 
who likes to sit near me, but doesn?t want to be touched, Queen Lara who likes her own space and to be 
respected, Maddie who despite her disability is a very sassy girl. She loves her nighttime cuddles, but in the day 
likes time to herself to explore and sunbathe, Rosemary loves to preen people, Collette likes to hop on shoulders 
and so on. Every chicken is different and they deserve a name that recognises that. 

Naming chickens is part of the fun. Perhaps you have adopted them and they already have a name. If you think 
it suits them and they have had it for a while it would be best to keep that name.  If they have not yet been 
named you can enjoy the choosing process. 

When we talk about respectful names, what do we mean? 

Well, you may be surprised by the number of people who think it?s a great joke to call a chicken Korma, 
Drumsticks or Nugget. Remember that the slaughter industry is far from a joke. Give your chickens the respect 
of having their story told without making a joke of what they have been saved from. 
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INTRODUCING NEW CHICKENS TO THE REST OF YOUR FLOCK
It is possible to introduce ex-battery hens to an already established flock, although it must be done with care. It 
is easier to introduce multiple hens rather than just one girl. It is also a good idea to stick to hens of a similar 
size. 

Be careful when introducing new hens to roosters. The roosters may intimidate them and can also hurt them, as 
ex-battery hens have fragile legs from lack of exercise. Other roosters may be very sweet towards the girls and 
help them settle in. 

It is a good idea to keep the new hens in a separate area from your established flock. Keep the two areas 
separated with chicken wire, so that the hens can see each other, but not bully one another. Be sure that the 
separation area is still spacious with plenty to explore so that the hens can begin to enjoy their time out of the 
cage. 

At first, you may see some of the hens puff their feathers out and use their posture to make themselves look 
bigger. This is to show their dominance. Once this posturing stops, you can usually take the fence down and let 
the hens in together. Just keep an eye on them to make sure no bullying occurs.

When you introduce the girls put down some food in several areas to distract the hens from each other. 
Introduce in the most neutral and spacious area you can manage and ensure the area has places that hens can 
hide from one another. 

BAD BEHAVIOUR
The hens will have to re-establish a pecking order. After all, they are probably from different cages. This means 
that they may peck at each other and some fighting may occur. This is normal and will settle down, usually 
within a few days, but you should keep an eye on the hens and make sure no one is getting hurt.

A common reason for bullying is that the hens do not have enough space to get away from one another. If you 
can provide them with more space, you will find the fights settle down. You will find there is far less bickering 
in a garden as opposed to when confined in a coop. 

A hen may also be bullied if she is feeling sick. Check any hen that is being bullied for symptoms of ill health. 

Fights often start over food. In the cages there is only space for 3 girls to access the food at one time (there are 
around 6-7 hens in the cage) so it is understandable that hens may feel the need to fight for food or guard a food 
bowl. Rather than try to break this behaviour try putting more than one bowl of food in different areas of the 
enclosure or garden. The dominant hen will not be able to guard them all at once and will eventually accept that 
she will never be hungry again. 

You can also add distractions in the enclosure to give the hens something else to do rather than pick on one 
another. Try hanging up shiny CDs or a cabbage for them to peck at.

If things are really bad you may need to separate the bully from the others for a while. This will give the girls 
time to establish a new pecking order and things shouldn?t be as bad when she goes back in. You can also 
separate the hens into two areas of the garden with chicken wire so that they can see each other through the 
fence. When they begin to ignore each other, you should be able to reintroduce them with no problems.

The thing to remember is that these hens have been through a lot and the bad behaviour should stop within a 
week or so. The bullies are only bullying due to their own past trauma. Please be patient with them and look out 
for any hens that are being bullied. You may feel a bit like a referee for the first few days, but things will settle 
down.
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EGG ISSUES & IMPLANTS
There is a myth that only happy hens will lay eggs. This is untrue.  Isa browns and white leghorns will lay eggs 
even under the high-stress conditions of the battery farm. This is due to selective breeding. 

Avian scientists have manipulated breeds of hens that originally laid only 12-30 eggs per year. This genetic 
interference has resulted in breeds that lay 300-350 eggs per year. No concern is given to how this effects the 
girls? health as all hens in the egg industry are slaughtered at around 18 months old.  

When the rippers or catchers come to take the girls to slaughter, they will find some already dead from untreated 
prolapse or egg peritonitis and other girls who are so depleted of calcium that their bones shatter when they are 
thrown into the truck. 

The good news is there are ways we can help rescued hens have an enjoyable, long life.  Even if your girls are 
not laying eggs upon rescue, they may have things going on inside which are causing them issues. Please also 
consider this information if you have bought from a breeder or rescued hens from a shelter. All laying hens 
suffer from their breeding, even if they were bred in a backyard. 

WHAT CAN HAPPEN?
It is very unusual for a laying hen to pass away from old age. Instead, hens are likely to suffer from a 
reproductive issue which if left untreated could kill them. They may experience issues with calcium deficiency, 
prolapse, egg peritonitis (when an egg yolk does not enter the oviduct, but instead enters the abdomen causing 
infection and sometimes binding around internal organs), egg binding (when eggs get stuck) and reproductive 
tumours. I know this all sounds scary?  and it is! To think that humans have purposefully bred chickens to 
suffer this way is mind-blowing, but do not let this put you off rescuing. Remember hens bought from a breeder 
will experience the same issues down the track, and there are plenty of things you can do to help your girls live 
a long, happy life. 

HOW TO HELP LAYING HENS AFTER RESCUE?
When you first rescue your girls, you can assume they are calcium deficient. It is a good idea to have some 
calcium supplement on hand to give to your girls or to put over their food. Calcium,  along with Vitamin D they 
will get from natural sunlight, will help strengthen their bones.

One girl I rescued from a cage, Celeste, was so calcium deficient that she had tremors. She was rushed to the vet 
but sadly died of a heart attack. It?s essential we do not underestimate the severe nature of calcium deficiency. 
Even though that situation was heartbreaking, I remind myself that Celeste received a couple of weeks of love 
and care rather than dying in the battery cage she was rescued from. 

You should also provide shell grit, which helps chickens digest food and contains calcium.  

If the girls are laying eggs, you can feed the eggs back to them to help give them a boost. 

FEEDING BACK EGGS
I know, it seems weird, but since these girls have been bred to lay such a large number of eggs, it makes sense to 
give them back what they have lost. If your girls are not implanted (see implants below), you should feed them 
back any eggs they lay. Laying eggs is an energy-intensive process and this is a way we can give the hens 
something back. The eggs are theirs after all. You can hard boil the eggs or crack them into the girls' feed. By 
doing this, you are replenishing the hens with the vitamins and nutrients they lost while producing the egg. You 
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will notice if you feed the eggs back to the hen's their feathers will grow back faster and they will get very 
excited about their daily treat. If you?ve ever wondered what vegan sanctuaries do with the eggs - this is it.

REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH SYMPTOMS

Some people may decide to take preventative action and give their girls a hormonal implant before anything 
goes wrong (see implants below).  Financially it makes sense for others to wait until symptoms occur. This is 
what we tend to do at the hen rescue due to financial constraints. However, we keep a very close eye out for 
symptoms so we can jump right on it when something goes wrong. In the future we hope to have enough funds 
to implant every member of our special needs flock. 

The best way to look out for reproductive issues is to keep track of egg laying and weight and by doing daily 
observations. You can do this by keeping a log book. We have one available at henrescue.org that you can print 
right now. 

Symptoms:

- Look for messy bottoms - that is always a sign something is wrong
- Swollen abdomen 
- Lowered tail
- Looking uncomfortable
- Soft shells or unformed eggs
- Change in laying/stop laying

If you see any of these symptoms, it?s time to take action.  I keep meloxicam pain relief and an antibiotic on 
hand so I can start treatment even if I have to wait a day to get to the vet (why do these things always happen on 
Sundays?) You should also keep a sick hen warm and comfortable. 

The earlier you can get treatment the better chance your hen has of surviving her reproductive issue. She may 
only need a course of antibiotics, or you may need to take further action. 

TREATMENT

Treatments may vary depending on what egg issue your hen is experiencing. As soon as your girl suffers soft 
shells or egg binding I would recommend an implant. 

Implants may be combined with: 

- Removal of egg if stuck
- Calcium supplementation
- Antibiotics
- Pain relief/anti-inflammatory
- Possible fluids or supplementary feed 
- As a last resort surgery/hysterectomy

HORMONAL IMPLANTS

Back in 2012, I took a beautiful hen named Bunny to the vet. She had been rescued from a battery cage and we 
were trying to get her well enough to go to a loving, new home. I took her to a bird specialist because she kept 
getting egg bound. Her eggs would get stuck inside her and have to be removed by the vet. I could see this 
would keep happening. I asked the vet, ?is there anything we can do to stop her producing eggs?? 
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He laughed and said, ?Of course not. Chickens are meant to lay eggs.?

Due to my lack of knowledge, Bunny had to be euthanised a couple of weeks later when the egg problem 
became even worse. If only I had access to a good vet back then! 

Now I know it is possible and recommended to halt egg laying in hens. This is done through the use of a 
hormonal implant called the Suprelorin implant. After finding out about it (shortly after Bunny died) I have used 
it to save the lives of many hens who would otherwise have died. The implant effectively switches off egg 
laying and allows the hen to live a happy life free from eggs. 

The downside is it can trigger a moult after implantation.  During a moult you should supplement your hen?s 
diet to ensure she has energy and required vitamins. At least she will be saving energy from laying eggs. 

Hormonal implants come in 6  months or 12 months and are injected under the skin. Any good avian vet will 
know about them. 

Note that the length the implant lasts can vary depending on the individual. You may find a 12-month implant 
only last eight months in some hens. And a 6-month implant may only last 4-5 months.  In our NSW Hen 
Rescue Chicken Log Book we have an implant tracker so you can keep a note of implant dates. 

Implants reduce the chance of reproductive cancers and other egg-related issues. It is one way we can make up 
for what horrible breeding has done to these girls. 
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THE HEALTH OF YOUR NEWLY 
LIBERATED CHICKENS

Ex-egg industry hens may not look very healthy when you first adopt them. At NSW Hen Rescue we will check 
them for signs of ill health such as respiratory infections or messy bottoms (possible egg problems) and if the 
hens have symptoms we will not rehome them until they have been taken to a vet and have been treated. Even 
though most rescues will not knowingly rehome a sick hen, your girls may not look the picture of health.  

The following list tells you some health concerns that are normal to see when you first adopt ex-battery hens. If 
you notice anything else, then you may wish to contact the organisation you adopted from or contact an avian 
vet. 

Pale, large combs - These will shrink and gain colour as 
the hens get exposed to natural weather, light and 
nutrition. 

Calcium deficiency ? Evident from soft-shelled eggs and 
weak bones. Be sure to feed grit and consider adding a 
calcium supplement. Try to avoid high perches and ramps 
when you first adopt. Feed back eggs to help the hens 
gain back nutrients. 

Feather loss ? Many caged hens lose feathers due to 
stress, feather pecking and their necks rubbing against the 
bars when they feed. The feathers will grow them back in 
time. Some hens grow feathers back very quickly and 
others take a long time. Ensure they are getting plenty of proper nutrition and that they have warm straw and 
shelter to cuddle up into at night. Hen jumpers are not recommended as the hens hate wearing them and can get 
their feet caught. 

Feathers ? Some people are surprised when their adopted girls have feathers. Everybody reacts differently to 
stress and some hens manage to keep their feathers. They have still been through the same awful trauma, but 
their bodies have reacted in a different way. 

Lice/mites ? The hens who do keep their feathers may have lice or mites. These are not transferable to people 
(although they can crawl on us). They should be treated with an avian lice spray.

Food obsession ? The girls have had nothing else in their lives other than food so they may be a little food 
obsessed at first. Providing plenty of layers mash (the food they are used to) and multiple food bowls spread out 
will help them adjust and minimise fighting. 

Long nails ? Some hens may have long nails from their time in the cage. You can clip them if they are very 
long, but they usually wear down as they begin to scratch outside.  

Twisted feet ? Sometimes hens break or twist toes in the cage. Usually these are old injuries, but we get them 
checked out before rehoming. 

Short beaks ? All the hens have been painfully debeaked as chicks. Some hens will only have had the tip cut 
off and others will have been cut more harshly. Keep an eye on them to ensure they are able to eat.
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BEHAVIOUR TO EXPECT

1. Sunshine ? Your girls can look quite strange as they lay down in the sunshine. They may stretch out, 
close their eyes and lay on their sides, basking in the warmth. When this happened to the first 350 hens 
that we first rescued Sharron and I thought something was wrong, but in fact, they were enjoying 
themselves. If your hen is having trouble getting up after the sun has gone there may be an issue. 

2. Dust bathing ? Hens adore dust bathing. They often get stuck straight into a dust bath as soon as they 
experience freedom. They twist their necks and heads into the dirt and flick sand or dirt all over them. It 
helps get rid of annoying parasites and feels so soothing. It is a joy to watch them.

3. Moulting ? It is normal for chickens to go through regular moults. During this time, they will lose some 
feathers and may feel a bit under the weather. It takes a lot of energy to grow back feathers so they may 
be a bit less active than usual. Of course, always be on the lookout for additional signs of ill health. You 
may want to help them through this process by giving a nutritional supplement and feeding back any 
eggs. 
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SPOTTING SYMPTOMS
Healthy or Sick? How to spot the signs of ill health in chickens.

Chickens are very good at hiding symptoms of ill health. This is because in the wild showing signs of illness 
would make them an easy target for predators. It makes our job as hen carers a bit harder as by the time we 
notice symptoms, the condition will already be quite advanced. It is important that you take your hen to the vet 
as soon as you notice symptoms to give her the best chance of recovery.  

Watch and handle your hen and ask yourself these questions to help you determine if she may be sick. I f 
you answer yes to one or more of these questions, then it is likely something is wrong. 

1. Is she standing away from the flock when usually she is part of activities?
2. Are her feathers fluffed up as if she is cold?
3. Is she having trouble keeping her eyes open?
4. Does she have any swelling on or around her 

eyes?
5. Is there any pus or discharge coming from her 

ears?
6. Can you hear any wheezing or gargling when she 

breathes?
7. Can you hear any sneezing or coughing?
8. Is she shaking her head a lot?
9. Does she have a messy bottom with poo or egg 

stuck to her feathers?
10. Is there any discharge coming from her nostrils?
11. Is she standing in an unusual position? Perhaps 

standing upright like a penguin or leaning forward 
when sitting with her wings drooping?

12. Is she lethargic?
13. Are the other girls picking on her?
14. Is her comb or wattle discoloured?
15. Has she stopped eating or drinking? Or is she eating or drinking less than usual?
16. Has there been a change in her egg laying habits?
17. Does she have a swollen crop?
18. Does she have a hard crop?
19. Is her crop staying full overnight?
20. Does she have a swollen abdomen?
21. Does she feel heavier or lighter than usual?
22. Is she having trouble keeping her head up?
23. If you separate her feathers can you see any lice running away?
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COMMON AILMENTS
Whilst there are a number of illnesses that can affect chickens, laying hens are particularly susceptible to the 
following complaints, so keep an eye out for these. They may exhibit just one, a few or all of the symptoms. 
Respiratory Infections. 

Symptoms ? sneezing, coughing, wheezing, gurgling, discharge from nostrils, excess shaking of head. 

Treatment ? Antibiotics such as amoxyclav or doxycycline (to be prescribed by a vet). Usually given for 14 
days, twice a day. Easily treated, but can cause significant suffering or 
death if not treated. 

Egg per itonitis. When the egg yolk enters the abdomen instead of the 
oviduct. Caused by the way humans have bred hens to lay too many eggs.  

Symptoms ? stopping laying eggs or laying soft shelled/broken eggs, 
laying compacted yolk (see pic), messy bottom with poo or egg 
yolk/white stuck to feathers, diarrhoea, swelling of abdomen, increased 
weight due to swelling, lethargy, separating from the group. As it 
progresses lack of appetite, leaning forward, lowered tail feathers or 
standing up straight in penguin posture to relieve pressure.  

Treatment ? get to a vet ASAP. Antibiotics to treat infection. If painful 
Meloxicam painkiller and anti-inflammatory may be administered. 
Increase calcium through supplementation and increase grit in diet. Very likely to occur again unless 
preventative treatment is given. A Suprelorin hormonal implant given 6/12 monthly will stop her producing 
eggs and will therefore prevent egg peritonitis. Hysterectomy may be recommended. Experienced vet essential. 
Hen can go on to live full life after implant/hysterectomy. If progressed too far euthanasia may be the only 
option due to egg mass damaging internal organs. 

Tumours ? Humans have bred hens to lay way too many eggs and this puts stress on their bodies. Over time 
this can lead to ovarian and other reproductive tumours. 

Symptoms ? Can be similar to egg peritonitis include changes in egg laying, messy bottom, swelling of 
abdomen, weight gain due to swelling/tumour mass, loss of appetite, lethargy. 

Treatment ? Surgery to remove mass if possible. Pain relief and anti-inflammatory such as Meloxicam. If 
inoperable monitor symptoms and quality of life and provide pain relief as palliative care until euthanasia is the 
kindest option. Implant to stop hen laying eggs is effective with 
reproductive tumours and can give hens an excellent quality of 
life for some time. 

Lice and Mites ? Sometimes hens will have lice and mites when 
rescued. These cannot live on humans, but they can crawl on us. 
They are very irritating to hens and if left untreated severe cases 
can lead to death. Severe cases of lice and mites are sometimes 
indicative of another problem as they tend to thrive when the 
immune system is weakened. 
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when feathers separated. They look like clear fleas. Blood sucking 
lice and mites are red, but more common are clear feather mites and 
lice that feed off the feathers. Mites will leave visible eggs on the 
feathers. 

Treatment ? Use a lice spray. We use Vetafarm Avian Insect 
Liquidator. Someone can hold the chicken and the other person 
gently separates her feathers and sprays between them being careful 
to avoid her head.

Scaly leg mites - Microscopic mites that burrow under the scales of 
your chicken's legs. Highly contagious. Causes irritation, lameness 
and if untreated infection/death. 

Symptoms - Raised scales on legs, thickened legs, crust on legs, 
lameness.

Treatment - Antibiotics to treat any infection, Ivermectin from vet. Massage legs and feet with paraffin oil daily 
to get rid of existing mites and to gently remove excess crust. Clean environment. 

IMPORTANT NOTE ABOUT SINUS INFECTION

1. Sinus Infection ? Hens may sometimes only start to show signs of sinus infection after their rescue, 
even though the infection had already started sooner. It is extremely important to take quick action as 
soon as symptoms are visible as by the time there is any evidence of infection, it is already very serious 
and painful. 

Symptoms ? Tears in eyes, bubbly teary discharge from eyes, any swelling around the eyes. The emergence of 
swelling can be quite sudden, from one day to the next, and can often be on just one side of the hen?s face. 

Treatment ? We have found the antibiotic Doxycycline to be helpful in some cases at stabilising symptoms. An 
urgent appointment with an avian specialist vet will be needed and a combination of antibiotic treatment with 
Meloxicam pain relief and anti-inflammatory is recommended. Surgery by an experienced bird vet may be 
required to remove hard mass. Please check with your vet that they are aware of recent research indicating that 
hens require higher doses of Meloxicam than previously thought. 
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FINDING A GOOD VET 
FOR CHICKENS

Having an excellent vet lined up for your chickens is essential. By the time hens are showing symptoms of 
illness the disease is usually advanced and needs immediate attention. Chickens are very good at hiding their 
symptoms. It would help keep them safe from predators in the wild, but it makes it harder for us to notice when 
something is going wrong.  

Sadly, getting good vet care for chickens is not as simple as popping down the road to your local small animal 
vet. Although you may have a wonderful vet for your dog and cat, that doesn?t mean they know much about 
chickens. Many domestic animal vets will be the first to admit they do not feel confident treating chickens. 
Others may see your girl, but will not be able to give her the correct diagnosis and treatment that she needs. 

To find out if your vet treats chickens well ask them:

1. Do they treat chickens? How often?
2. Do they offer Suprelorin implants for chickens with egg peritonitis? If they have not heard of this option 

then they are not up to date with chicken diagnosis and treatment. 
3. Are they familiar with correct antibiotic and pain relief doses for chickens? Per kg of body weight 

chickens require a larger dose of meds than a dog or cat, so it is important the vet has a good idea of how 
to work out the correct dosage for chickens. 

Let me know if you find an excellent chicken vet who is not on the list below, but these are the people around 
NSW and the ACT that we can recommend. Be sure you try to see the vet listed and not another one at the same 
practice: 

SYDNEY 

Dr Kathy Fearnside BVSc (Hons) MACVSc (Avian Health)

Hills District Vets, Unit 1, 276 New Line Road, Dural NSW 2158 www.hillsdistrictvet.com.au

Dr Alex Rosenwax BVSc (Hons) MACVSc (Avian Health) Bird and Exotic Veter inar ian

Shop 3, Block D, 1 Hunter Street

Waterloo NSW 2017

Phone: 02 9319 6111

www.birdvet.com.au

Dr Karen Dobson BVSc MACVSc (Avian Health)

Railway Row Veterinary Clinic

1 Station Street, Emu Plains NSW 2750

Phone: 02 4735 3268

http://www.hillsdistrictvet.com.au
http://www.birdvet.com.au
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Dr Janet Truong, Dr Kathryn Loughlin, Dr Bree Talbot

Avian, Reptile & Exotic Pet Hospital, University of Sydney 

415 Werombi Road, Camden NSW 2570

Phone: 02 9351 1798

www.avianreptileandexoticpethospital.com.au

Dr. Sandra Hodgins (Recommended if avian vet not available. Competent with Suprelorin implants, 
respiratory infection treatment etc.)

Summer Hill Village Vets

29 Grosvenor Crescent, Summer Hill NSW 2130

Phone: 02 9797 2555

Dr Izidora Saldakovic

Avian & Exotics Service, 335 Mona Vale Road, Terrey Hills

02 9452 2933 

info@animalreferrals.com.au

24 HOUR EMERGENCY ? SYDNEY  (These vets also offer regular appointments and take referrals)

Waiting for replacement bird vet

Animal Referral Hospital

250 Parramatta Road, Homebush NSW 2140

Phone: 02 8999 7184

Dr Melinda Cowan currently on maternity leave and covered by Dr. Olivia (also fabulous)

SASH

Level 1, 1 Richardson Place, North Ryde 2113

(02) 9889 0289

https://sashvets.com

WOLLONGONG

Dr M Cannon BVSc MACVs (Avian Health)

Dr Kym Fryer BSc BVSc MANZCVs (Avian Health)

Cannon & Ball Veterinary Hospital

461 Crown Street, West Wollongong NSW 2500

Phone: 02 4229 8888

http://www.avianreptileandexoticpethospital.com.au
http://tel:297972555
http://tel:297972555
http://tel:297972555
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CENTRAL COAST &  NEWCASTLE

Dr Mark Simpson BVSc MACVSc (Avian Health) 

Sugarloaf Animal Hospital

67 Carrington Street, West Wallsend NSW 2286

Phone: 02 4955 1833

www.sugarloafanimalhospital.com.au

Edgeworth Animal Medical Centre

735 Main Road, Edgeworth NSW 2285

Phone: 02 4958 1800

www.edgeworthanimalmedical.com.au

Dr Nanine Coase (Not an avian vet, but has done extra courses in bird health and competent with Suprelorin 
implants, antibiotics etc)

GreenCross Vets

24 Cary Street, Wyoming NSW 2250

Phone: 02 4324 1577 www.greencrossvet.com.au

NORTHERN RIVERS

Dr Mathew Grabovszjy BVSc (Hons) MANZCVS (Avian Health)

Pacific VetCare Coffs Harbour

320 Harbour Drive, Coffs Harbour NSW 2450

Phone: 02 6652 3455

www.pacificvetcare.com.au

Dr Amanda Wood DVM

Windan Sea Veterinary Hospital

112 MacIntosh St, Forster NSW 2428

Phone: 02 6555 2275

https://windanseavet.com.au

ACT

Dr Sandy Hume BVSc MVSc MACVSc (Avian Health)

Inner South Veterinary Centre

47 Jerrambomberra Avenue, Narrabundah ACT 2604

Phone: 02 6295 0770

www.innersouthvets.com.au

http://www.sugarloafanimalhospital.com.au
http://www.greencrossvet.com.au
http://www.pacificvetcare.com.au
https://www.google.com.au/maps/place/WindanSea+Veterinary+Hospital
https://www.google.com.au/maps/place/WindanSea+Veterinary+Hospital
https://www.google.com.au/maps/place/WindanSea+Veterinary+Hospital
https://www.google.com.au/maps/place/WindanSea+Veterinary+Hospital
https://www.google.com.au/maps/place/WindanSea+Veterinary+Hospital
https://www.google.com.au/maps/place/WindanSea+Veterinary+Hospital
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HOW TO KEEP CHICKENS SAFE IN THE HEAT

Don?t fool yourself into thinking just because domestic chickens are descended from red jungle fowl that they 
can cope well with heat. The truth is ex-battery hens are not all that hardy, especially if they are new out of the 
cage. Even some battery farmers turn on the roof sprinklers at 35 degrees. All chickens can succumb to heat 
stress and die in hot weather, but there are things you can do to help them when the mercury rises:

1. All chicken parents should keep an eye on the weather forecast, but if you have newly adopted 
battery hens you need to be extra vigilant. Check the weather online in advance and know what you will 
be dealing with over the next week. If any days over 30 degrees are predicted you may need to give your 
hens a helping hand to stay cool. If it is over 35 degrees you will definitely need to take action and over 
40 degrees could mean taking bigger steps to ensure your hens live to enjoy the rest of their lives out of 
the cage.

2. Look out for signs of heat stress in your hen such as lethargy, panting or holding her wings out away 
from her body. She is doing this to cool down, so it is a good idea to give her some help. You may also 
notice neon green poo if she is very stressed.

3. Check on your hens very regular ly on hot days; At least every half an hour if it is over 35 degrees. If 
you have work try to arrange to work from home or get a friend to check on the animals for you. If you 
cannot stay home on a very hot day bring the chickens inside in carriers before you leave for work and 
leave the air conditioning on for them.

4. Make sure your hens have plenty of shade. Place their food and water in the shade so that they do not 
have to go out in the sun. If you do not have trees or shrubs use shade cloths to create large shady areas. 
Wetting the shade cloths will also help keep it cool.

5. The trusty mister is literally a life saver for hens on a very hot day. Your hens may not like the water 
that much, but it is for their own good. I usually direct the sprinkler over the bush they like to sit under. 
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That way the water drips down onto them and keeps them cool. Hens like to cool down by dust bathing 
so wetting the places they like to dust bathe will help cool them even further. 

 6. A cool bath is a good way for the hens to cool down. You can stand the hen in a sink or tub and 
gently splash cool water on her feet, her comb and wattles (being careful not to get water in her nose or 
ears.) You can also wet under her wings and body, but be aware if they go and lay in the sun afterwards 
this can actually make them hotter once the water heats up so this is best to do if you have brought the 
hens inside into the cool. You can use a hand-held plant mister or a wet towel to cool them down. Be 
careful the water is not too cold or it can cause the hen to go into shock.

7. Emergency Dunk. If your girl is already suffering from severe heat stress please bring her inside and 
dunk her in room temperature water (keeping her head and neck well out of the water) and then keep her 
inside in the cool with plenty of water available to drink. This could save her life.

8. Plenty of fresh water is essential. Put bowls of water in the shade and check and refill it throughout 
the day. You can also put ice cubes in the water to help keep it cool.

9. Put an ice cream tub of water in the freezer until you have an ice block. Place that outside with 
the hens and they can drink icy cold water from it as it melts. You can also add some of your chickens' 
favourite treats in the water to make popsicles.

10. Air conditioning ? On a really hot day you may need to bring your hens inside to keep them healthy. 
It is better for them to be in a crate (with some straw, food and water) inside than to be dying of heat 
stress outside.

11.  Fans ? Place a fan in your chickens' coop to help keep the area cool.

12. Add nutr itional supplements to water and food. Electrolytes and B vitamins are available from 
animal supply stores and will help your hens deal with the heat. 

13. Block off hot coops and nesting boxes. On hot days nesting boxes, sheds and coops are likely to get 
very hot. If you have a broody hen she will probably still try to sit in there all day and could easily die. 
Other girls may go in to lay their eggs. The time they spend in the hot nesting box could be enough to 
kill them. If it is too hot block off nesting boxes or sheds and provide temporary nesting areas in the 
coolest part of the garden.

14. Hose down the roof of the coop with cold water  to bring the temperature down inside. Remember 
the coop may still be too hot at night so consider bringing the hens inside in carriers on very hot nights 
or adding more ventilation to the coop. If you have a moveable coop be sure to place it in the shade.

15.  Add heat reflectors to windows of coop. By adding a heat reflective material to your coop's 
windows, you can keep the inside of the coop a lot cooler, just like when we place a heat reflective 
windscreen shade in our cars.

16. Keep an eye on heavier hens. You will find that some chickens are more prone to heat stress than 
others. Hens who we have rescued from the meat industry grow so big that they struggle as soon as the 
temperature reaches over 30 degrees. Other hens who have been bred to have very small or rosebud 
combs also find it harder to get rid of the heat from their bodies. For your girls that are prone to heat 
stress take action early, bring them inside and be extra vigilant. 
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HOW TO KEEP CHICKENS 
WARM IN WINTER

Most chickens are quite hardy in cold weather. They fluff their feathers up to help keep them warm and huddle 
together on a perch at night. Ex-egg industry chickens, on the other hand, may have few feathers, low body fat 
and may not know how to stay out of the wind, rain or snow. Despite this, I am often surprised when I pick up 
one of the bald girls to find her body temperature so warm to the touch. Unless they are sick, chickens are quite 
good at maintaining their body temperature. We don?t want to make them too hot or force them to endure big 
temperature swings such as going from the heated indoors to the freezing outdoors. The tips below will help you 
keep your feathered friends warm and dry throughout extreme cold weather, but first a couple of notes.

Note: These tips are for full grown chickens. Chicks will need special care to stay warm. 

HEAT LAMP WARNING - Whilst a heat lamp can be useful if raising rescued chicks indoors, it should never 
be used in a coop or shed where there is straw and other flammable material. It is a big fire risk. If you live in a 
cold climate and want to look into heating options, invest in a professional heating installation. Do not rely on 
heat lamps. They should only be used in a fully supervised, indoor setting. 

ABOUT JUMPERS

I remember the first time I tried out a jumper 
on my companion hen, Sweetie. She looked 
adorable in her pink fleecy coat,  but I could 
see straight away that she hated wearing it. She 
took huge, awkward steps as if she didn?t know 
what to do with herself. She reminded me of a 
cat who had been dressed up for Halloween;  
angry and uncomfortable. 

Sweetie was only posing as a hen model, as she 
was fully feathered. I made some adjustments 
to the coat and when we next rescued battery 
hens, I tried it out on the baldest girls. They 
were completely thrown. One girl raised her 
feet so high they got caught in the fleece. 

If you must use jumpers, please do not use the knitted versions. It is almost guaranteed that your hens will get 
their nails stuck in the holes. Jumpers hinder dust bathing and you need to ensure they do not restrict the crop 
which needs to expand when your hen eats. 

I would only look into jumpers as a last resort if you live in a cold climate and have rescued very bald hens. 
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WINTER WARMING TIPS
1. Keep an eye on the weather forecast.  You may need to take extra steps to protect your hens if snow, 

frost, high winds or heavy rain is forecast.
a. Place a thermometer inside the coop and in the outside free range area to help you track the 

temp. 
2. Use the extreme weather checklist from our Companion Chicken LogBook.  
3. Ample bedding. Even bald chickens produce quite a lot of heat so if the girls are inside a coop at night 

with a thick layer of clean, dry bedding, the temperature in the nesting boxes should be a lot warmer 
than outside. A thick bed of dust reduced shavings and some straw padded up around the sides of the 
coop will provide insulation and protection from drafts. 

4. Clean and dry bedding. Make sure the bedding is dry and 
check it every day. Ex-battery hens aren?t used to perching. 
Imagine how horrid it would be to sleep on mucky, wet 
bedding. 

5. Block drafts. Make sure your chickens? sleeping area is draft 
free. Check the coop for any holes or worn areas and block any 
gaps that could be drafty. Some adoption applicants send 
photos of coops that are almost totally open on one side. Whilst 
great for Summer, these coops cause problems in Winter 
especially when rain is blowing in sideways.  

6. Ventilation. I know I just said to block drafts, but ventilation is 
still important for your chickens? health. If your coop has a closeable door, you can open it in the day to 
allow airflow, or you can drill a couple of holes in the wall towards the roof of the coop to allow airflow 
without the draft blowing onto the chickens. 

7. Insulation. A well-insulated coop can make all the difference to your chickens at nighttime. If you are 
building the coop from scratch, consider adding proper insulation. Otherwise, you can line the bottom of 
the coop with thick cardboard to trap heat. You can then add the bedding. Hanging thick blankets (like 
horse blankets) covered with a tarp over the coop also helps trap heat. 

8. A smaller coop for Winter. If your hens sleep in a large shed, you may like to block an area off with 
straw bales or invest in a smaller coop for Winter. Smaller coops will trap heat more efficiently and will 
encourage the hens to snuggle together.  NOTE: Whilst a smaller nighttime space is useful, make sure 
your hens still have plenty of space to explore in the day. 

9. Perches.  Even though many ex-battery hens like to sit in the nesting boxes you should still provide 
perches so the hens can get off the ground and huddle together if they choose. 

10. Check on your chickens at night. Are they all snuggled together? If so, great! Even without feathers 
they will be warming each other up. If someone is sitting on their own, you may like to use a 
Snugglesafe microwaveable heat pad to help keep her warm. 

11. Protection from the elements in the day too. Whilst we want the chickens to be cosy at night, we must 
make sure they are also protected in the day. Hens rescued from the egg industry will probably not know 
how to take shelter. You may find them standing out in torrential rain. Make sure there are plenty of 
spaces protected from rain, snow and wind other than the coop. The hens will not necessarily go and 
take shelter in the coop.
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     a) You may have to physically lift your hens into a dry area in extreme weather. Remember, 
ex-battery hens have never had to work this stuff out before. When you first adopt, put some time 
aside to help your girls get used to their new life. 

          b)Make sure there are areas for the gir ls to sunbathe. Some time in the Winter sun will do 
  wonders to warm them up.  

     12. I f your hens do get wet in cold weather, 
towel dry them off and use a hair dryer to 
make sure they don?t stand around with 
wet feathers. 

     13. In snowy weather, clear paths to allow 
your chickens to move through their 
outside area. You can place sawdust down 
so their feet don?t freeze on the icy 
ground. You can also provide perching 
areas like logs. 

NOTE: Be extra predator aware in 
extreme weather. Predators will be hungry. 
Make sure you have taken steps to protect your girls. 

      14. Feed. All chickens can benefit from extra feed in Winter, but ex-battery hens often need to put on 
weight. Extra body fat will help keep them warm. You can help them by feeding a high protein 
complete scratch mix or layers mash. Make sure feed is continuously available. Feeding the girls? 
eggs back to them will also help replenish what they have lost through laying.

a) Feed warm oats or layers mash in the morning to warm up the girls? tummies for 
     the day. 

b) Feed cracked corn before bed. Cracked corn takes energy to digest and warms up 
the girls? digestive systems overnight. Note: badly debeaked girls may not be able to 
manage to pick up cracked corn. 

c) For laying hens that need to gain weight you may like to offer some warm Avian 
Cr ittacare, which a high fat feed for sick hens. Fat and protein are useful to the hens 
in Winter and also help them to grow their feathers back. 

      15. Keep water ice free. In very cold weather the chickens? water may freeze over. Be sure to check it 
regularly. If it is an ongoing problem, you can buy a heated bowl for animals. You can also help insulate 
the water bowl by placing it in an old tyre and packing the area around it with straw. Just make sure the 
straw doesn?t fall into the water. 

a) Rubber food bowls are useful in cold weather. The water tends to freeze more slowly.  

     16. Get to know your chickens. You will see that some girls cope better with the cold than others. Look for 
signs of stress and make sure the cold is not too much for your girls.  You may notice that your heavier 
rescued breeds feel better in the Winter and your skinny rescues need extra help. 
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17. Be extra vigilant with your daily observations (from the Companion Chicken Logbook during any 
extreme weather. If any of your girls are showing signs of ill health, it is best to bring them inside and 
give them bedding of soft towels. Very bald hens, chicks, very skinny hens and sick hens should be 
inside in extremely cold weather. 

18. Snugglesafe. These microwaveable, fleece covered heat pads are available on eBay and are useful in 
Winter. I have them on hand for sick hens and chicks. They are also totally safe (unlike heat lamps). 
Microwave for approx 7 minutes and place in the carrier or coop and let the girls warm their not so fluffy 
butts. Make sure there is plenty of space for the hens to move away from the heat source if they get too 
toasty. 

19. Petroleum jelly. If your hens are spending time outside in freezing weather, rub some petroleum 
jelly over their combs and wattles to protect them from frostbite. 
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BUSHFIRE EVACUATION FOR CHICKENS
1. If you do not already have enough pet carr iers for all your animals, please go out today and buy some. 2 
hens usually fit in a cat carrier and 4-5 hens in a dog carrier. If you are desperate you can also use 2 laundry 
baskets tied together (with string or cable ties) to create a makeshift carrier that will hold 3 hens. Carriers are very 
useful anyway if you need to take animals to the vets. I always keep one in the car during bushfire season in case 
I need to pick up any injured wildlife or lost companion 
animals.

2. In extreme weather have the carr iers all ready to go 
with some bedding in the bottom so that the hens will be 
comfy and will not slide about. They may have quite a 
journey ahead of them, so we need to make sure they are 
well ventilated and as comfortable as possible.  Ideally 
have clip on food and water bowls on the cage pre-filled 
with food and water. If your carriers have wire tops you 
will need a cloth or something to shade the hens with.

3. Just as you should have an emergency kit for you and 
your family you should also have an emergency kit for 
the animals ready to go. This should include:

- Any medications that your hens or other animals 
may need

- Bowls for food and water
- Bottles of water, bag of food 
- A bin bag to throw out any old bedding
- Some fresh bedding
- It may be a good idea to add some electrolytes or vitamin supplements to your bag in case the hens are 

stressed or injured. I recommend Spark liquid electrolyte and energy replacement which is great for heat 
stress too.

- If you have space in the car and are going somewhere without a chicken enclosure you could even bring 
some star pickets and plastic chicken netting to make a temporary enclosure.

- You can also take medical records and your vet's contact details. 

4. Have a plan to round up your hens and other animals. You may be able to ask your dog to hop in the car, 
but it is not always as easy to catch hens, especially if you only recently adopted ex-battery hens who may still 
not be used to people. The easiest way to catch them is to round them up into the carriers. Create a pathway using 
spare carriers, wheelie bins and anything else you have handy, so that in the event of evacuation you can easily 
round the hens up into an open carrier which you will place at the end of the pathway. You may even wish to have 
a practice run to see how long it takes and so that you are extra prepared. If it is likely you will have to evacuate 
then keep the hens in a more enclosed area than usual. For example, if they usually roam an acre of land perhaps 
create a smaller pen for them out of star pickets and chicken wire so that they will be much easier to catch.
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In a catastrophic fire warning it is probably best to place hens in carriers inside the house (in the air con) so that 
you don't waste time rounding them up if you need to leave. It is advisable to do the same with cats, ducks and 
any other animals who are not always easy to catch when stressed. 

5. Plan where you will take your chickens and other animals. If you do not have a temporary home for your 
animals planned please get it planned today. You may like to have a look at the following resources to help you 
find a safe house for your animals.

https://www.facebook.com/nswemergencypetevacuation

https://www.wires.org.au/rescue/emergency-advice

Tips:

- Contact local veterinary clinics, boarding facilities, 
local animal shelters, family or friends outside the 
evacuation area to ask if they can offer 
accommodation for animals 

- Call WIRES on 1300 094 737 to ask for assistance
- Post a call-out on social media (Facebook, 

Instagram, etc.), to get assistance 
- Keep a look out in your local community for 

lost/injured animals

6. Remember animals die in hot cars. Please do not leave hens or other animals in a car. Put the air con on and 
if the hens look like they are suffering heat stress (wings held out to the side and panting) stop once you are in a 
safe place and dab them down with some water under their wings to help cool them down. Only put the hens in 
the car just before you are about to leave. Perhaps br ing some wet towels to help keep their carriers cool in the 
car.

7. Please do not leave it too late. It is better to evacuate early and take the risk that it may have been 
unnecessary, rather than risk the lives of you and your animals. It will be much harder to round up the animals if 
you are under real threat from fire.

8. If, like most people, you work away from home, talk to your neighbours about your animal evacuation 
plan. Make sure there is a way to get out. If the possibility of evacuation is high it is probably best to stay at 
home so that you are ready to evacuate.

9. Smoke Inhalation - Do not leave the hens outside if it is smoky as they can die from smoke exposure. 
Instead put them in carriers and bring them inside or arrange to relocate them.

10. Wildlife - If you live in a bushfire affected area or nearby please leave out plenty of water bowls for 
wildlife. They will be suffering and providing water will help them survive. If you find injured wildlife please 
contact WIRES - http://www.wires.org.au/

11. If it is too late to leave, br ing your animals (including hens) inside where you will be sheltering. Have wet 
towels ready to cover them as you take shelter.

Have horses? Please check out this ar ticle to help keep them safe

http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agriculture/animals-and-livestock/horses/emergencies/horses-and-bushfires

http://www.wires.org.au/
http://www.dpi.vic.gov.au/agriculture/animals-and-livestock/horses/emergencies/horses-and-bushfires
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THIS IS WHY I DON'T BUY 
FREE RANGE EGGS

When we post photos of our liberated hens on Facebook, one of the comments we always get is ?This is why I 
only buy free range eggs.? 

Even though we are grateful people are trying to make kind choices we think it is important that people know 
the truth about egg farms.

Where do all the male chicks go? 

One thing that all egg farms have in common is that they have to 
get their hens from somewhere. Hatcheries breed chicks by the 
millions to supply egg farms. The eggs are hatched in incubators 
and once hatched the chicks are put onto a conveyor belt just as if 
they were a non-feeling plastic toy rather than a living, feeling 
individual. Workers sort the chicks into male and female. The 
girls go on to be debeaked and enter the layer industry and since 
the boys are not suitable for meat they are killed immediately. The 
babies are either thrown into an industrial grinder where they will 
literally be ground up alive or tossed into large bin bags where 
they will either suffocate or be crushed to death.

If you buy eggs or egg products then you are directly supporting 
these hatcheries and their practices and no matter how kind hearted you may be, the truth is you may as well be 
grinding up the chicks yourself.

Down on the Farm 

Free range and barn living conditions are not all they are cracked up 
to be. The paddock with hens sunbathing and scratching around in 
the dirt is a rare thing indeed. If you buy free range eggs you are 
likely to be supporting a farm that keeps around 20,000 hens in 
packed barns. Due to the large number of hens, very few get to roam 
outside. Since there is often limited shelter the hens do not feel safe 
from predators and are unlikely to venture out. 

Often hens are so packed into these facilities that they will have to 
crawl over each other to move around. We have rescued hens who 
have been extremely traumatised by their time in the barn and who 
are in a terrible state when they get out.

Debeaking

As hens are packed into barns and cages so tightly they are likely to 
damage each other by pecking. This is out of sheer boredom, 
irritation at being so crowded and desperation. Rather than give hens 
more space, farmers debeak the hens as chicks. This is when a portion of the beak is cut off. As this is done on a 
factory production line some hens have the tip of their beak cut and others are cut all the way to the nostrils. 
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Either way it is incredibly painful and some chicks die from shock. Hens often suffer chronic pain for their 
entire lives from this procedure. 

Transpor t and Slaughter  

What about if you know of that rare farmer who keeps their hens in true 
free-range conditions? Of course, it is better that hens are kept like this, but 
they will still all end up at the slaughterhouse.

At 18 months the hens are past their prime and will no longer be profitable to 
the farmer. This is when they will be sent to slaughter. The farmer will usually 
withhold food and water for 4 days before slaughter as it is not financially 
beneficial to continue feeding them.

On the day of slaughter, workers (catchers/rippers) will grab the hens by their 
legs or wings and throw them into crates to take to slaughter. The hens are 
often calcium deficient and their bones are brittle. It is common for hens to 
suffer broken bones during this process. You can hear the hens screaming 
during a clear out from a long way away.

The hens are packed into crates and loaded onto a truck so that they can be 
hauled to slaughter. Often the girls have never been outside before and they 
are terrified. They are exposed to the elements and may travel up to 12 hours 
without food or water.

When they finally arrive at the slaughterhouse or rendering plant the terror is only just beginning. They may 
have to wait in the crates overnight until they are killed. 

Slaughter workers tip the hens out of crates and grab them by their leg or wing. The hens are shackled, upside 
down, into leg holds that hang from a conveyor chain. The conveyor chain starts moving and the terrified hen is 
swung around towards an electric bath, which is designed to stun her. If the hen lifts her head whilst going over 
the bath she can miss it and go to the motorised blades fully conscious. The blades are designed to slit her 
throat, but flapping and wildly trying to escape death means that there are times when hens are able to dodge the 
blades. Due to the speed of the line the backup killer can also miss hens. This means there will be times when a 
hen will enter the boiling hot water of the scalding tank conscious.

Eating Rescued Hens' Eggs 

Sometimes people wonder why I choose not to eat any eggs from the rescued 
battery hens.

I would rather the eggs were fed back to the hens to help build them up. Layer 
hens have been bred to lay an unnatural amount of eggs and this takes its toll 
on their bodies. Hens originate from red jungle fowl who only lay around 
12-30 eggs a year. Through selective breeding by farmers and avian scientists 
hens now suffer through laying 350 eggs a year. The way humans have bred 
these girls so we can exploit their reproductive system is one of the biggest 
cruelties of all. By feeding eggs back to the hens they can get back some of 
the nutrients they have lost. Once an egg is cracked the hens know there is no 
chick inside and will happily chow down.

We encourage adopters to feed back the eggs to the hens. After what they have 
been through it is the very least we can do.
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Living Kind

The truth is you cannot buy any humane eggs. Even buying backyard hens means you will be funding a 
hatchery or breeder who kills male chicks and will be encouraging the breeding of hens who have been 
genetically altered to lay too many eggs. The good news is there is a very easy way to get around this - stop 
funding it. 

If you wouldn't treat animals this way, don't pay someone else to do it for you. You would be amazed how easy 
it can be to go vegan. It is healthy for you, good for the planet and very tasty! You can make the most delicious, 
moist cakes without eggs and there are so many recipes on the Internet.

For more information on the egg industry go to: AussieEggs.com

For more information on going vegan go to: Challenge22.com

Please consider becoming a Hen Hero and donating 
monthly to NSW Hen Rescue - we couldn't continue doing 

the work we do and continuing to rescue hens without 
your support.

Our Hen Heroes allow us to plan how many hens we can 
afford to rescue, rehabilitate and rehome. Help us help 

more hens by donating at henrescue.org/donat e 
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