
Presented by Sonia Reagan, OSU Extension Service, Columbia County 

Sonia.Reagan@oregonstate.edu  503-397-3462

OSU Poultry Resources: 
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/collection/poultry-resources-small-farms

Country Living Newsletter (feel free to subscribe and read current and past issues): 
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/newsletter/country-living-newsletter

Ohio Ag Study on Deep Litter:
https://kb.osu.edu/bitstream/handle/1811/62632/OARDC_research_bulletin_n0843.pdf?
sequence=1

Extension Article on the use of Lime in Coops/Runs:
https://poultry.extension.org/articles/poultry-management/using-lime-in-poultry-houses/
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(2:14) Some things not addressed in this presentation include:

• incubating eggs or chick care
• raising meat birds or harvesting them
• showing chickens
• how to keep a rooster quiet
• recommendations for any particular brand of feed
• *future presentations may include these topics if there is interest
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(3:00) Topics include: 

• mud
• feed needs in winter
• tips to bust boredom
• housing
• heat
• light
• and more!  
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(3:28)
• COCKEREL: A male chicken less than 1 year old.
• COMB: The fleshy growth or crest on the top of a chicken's head. Combs are usually larger on males 

than on females and are typically red. 
• COOP: An enclosure or housing structure built for chickens. 
• DUSTING OR DUST BATH: Common chicken behavior of bathing with dust in a shallow depression to 

help rid themselves of mites and parasites.
• FEATHER PICKING: Detrimental activity of chickens picking or pulling at each other's feathers that is 

often started from stress, aggression, or nutritional problems within a flock.
• GIZZARD: Internal chicken organ that crushes food with the help of pebbles or grit.
• GRIT: Bits of rock, oyster shell or sand used by all poultry to aid in breaking down ingested food.
• HEN: A mature female chicken that is at least one year of age. LITTER: The bedding material spread 

on the floor of a chicken coop (i.e. wood shavings, straw).
• MOLT: Time when the shedding and growth of new feathers takes place. PULLET: A chicken less than 

1 year old.
• ROOST: A perch typically inside a coop upon which chickens rest off of the ground.
• RUN: An enclosed area outdoors that is connected to a coop and allows chickens to roam freely.
• SCRATCH: A type of feed that can consist of cracked corn and different types of whole grains. It is 

often fed as a treat for backyard chickens and not used as a main food source.  
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(5:06) If you don’t have chickens yet, here are a couple of things to consider for winter management 
before you even start, or if you are looking to acquire more cold‐hardy breeds for your flock soon:

Think about what breed might work best for your area. Here in our cold but temperate  
winter climate, consider  well equipped breeds like the Ameraucana, Australorp, Plymouth Rock or 
Rhode Island Red. One of my personal favorite breeds is the Buff Ophington. To acquire chickens, you 
can visit your local feedstore, look online for a hatchery, or purchase an incubator and ask a friend or 
neighbor for some fertile eggs to hatch. While comparing breed choices, you are looking for a “fat” 
build, and a chicken with lots of “puffy” feathers. 
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(6:00) You can also take a look at the comb. Combs are used to expel heat from the body, so smaller 
combs are typically more efficient in the cold weather and aren’t as subject to frostbite.
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(6:18) If you do already have an established flock, consider using wintertime to cull, which is 
selectively removing non‐productive members of your flock by harvesting, selling, or giving some of 
them away. This includes sorting out your extra cockerels and older hens, though usually I cull in the 
fall during molt. It doesn’t make sense to go into the winter feeding non‐productive members of your 
flock.
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(6:47) Consider placement of your future chicken coop: basically, it should face the sun. All of the 
openings, including any windows and doors should be placed on the sunny side, and the back walls 
should be equipped to block winter wind completely. OSU has some wonderful resources that I will 
share with you about coop design and raising chickens. This image here shows a mobile coop that I 
built which can be easily moved around the farm as the seasons progress.
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(7:18) Next, I want to suggest some helpful tools for backyard chicken keepers, beyond the usual 
feeders, waterers and such. On my farm, I consider these tools to be essential. 
First, I like to keep a long‐handled grabber close by - very  useful for reaching a mislaid egg, or 
grabbing a misled snake. Next, a small folding knife is useful for so many things around the coop; 
Another long-handled tool I like is a fish net - useful for chicken retrieval, etc.
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(8:50) Also essential is a small flashlight, or a headlamp to check nest boxes, count chickens, candle 
eggs, check for mites/lice, etc. And a plastic squeeze bottle to dispense  
powdered lime… simply fill the bottle up to apply the  powder as insect repellent around feeders, in 
the nooks and crannies of the coop, in the nesting boxes or even to dust the chickens' butts (after 
dark while they are on the perches is the best time).
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(10:00) And though this isn’t really an essential tool, I have to mention that I have found the solar 
night eyes to be a very effective predator defense. We have not suffered a nighttime raccoon attack 
since placing these little solar charged LED lights about 12” off the ground, all around the perimeter 
of our coops. They are widely available by many different manufacturers and are still self charging 
after many years.
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(10:30) Also, a bottle of wound care spray… You’ve heard about how chickens establish a pecking order 
and that can lead to some pecked chickens! And since chickens are omnivores, not vegetarians, a chicken 
with a bleeding wound can quickly become a food object in her own flock. As a matter of fact, chickens 
have been known to be cannibals too, something that absolutely needs to be avoided. 

Let’s talk for a minute about why this may happen… and it has to do with their eyes… and the color red! 
Did you know that chickens can see in many colors but are strangely attracted to red? In fact, chickens 
can see a wider range of colors than we can. Humans have 3 optical cones which enable us to see red, 
blue and green and variations of those colors, but chickens have another cone that detects ultraviolet 
light! Have you ever wondered why they are so quick to catch bugs? Well, they also have a double cone 
that enables them to detect motion! But back to their preference for red colors… if you’ve noticed that 
chicken water buckets and feeding trays are red, it is because the color red attracts them. And, blood is 
no exception. Chickens are attracted to blood like dogs are to a bone. If a chicken is bleeding the rest of 
the flock will peck at the wound obsessively. If left untreated? Well, we don’t like to think about that, so 
be prepared to treat any bleeding injury promptly. However, if you have an injured chicken, it is best to 
isolate her until she is healed. If that’s not possible, try adding blue food dye to the wound care spray so 
that the wound will be disguised, and the other chickens won’t continue to peck at it.
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(12:25) There are only 4 main areas of special interest for wintertime chicken keeping, and they 
include water, housing, food, and exercise. We’ll spend most of our time on housing, where we’ll talk 
about both the inside and outside areas where your chickens live.
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(12:45) Chickens do not need sweaters or petroleum jelly...

Avoid frostbite injuries on the feet, combs, and wattles, which 
causes the cells in this area to freeze, and leads to cell death and subsequent changes in color and 
texture. Gray, black, or brittle areas are indicators of frostbite. To avoid frostbite, either remove snow 
from your chicken run or spread out hay to protect their feet when outdoors. Inside the coop, make 
sure that all your chickens are able to roost off the floor at night. Roosting allows the chickens to lie 
on their feet and warm them, and lets them avoid standing up all night. Provide at least 8-9 inches of 
roost space per chicken, on roosts that are rounded and are about 2 to 3 inches in diameter. 

If you notice frostbite on your  chicken, there are some  basic treatments to attempt. First, bring her 
into a warm space, slowly warming the affected extremity back to correct temperature. Do not 
attempt rapid warming of the affected area as this may cause further damage. The 
gentle use of warm water - but not hot –to soak and warm the feet may be beneficial, but do not 
attempt to  soak the comb or wattle. Monitor the affected  extremities carefully for infection. In 
some extreme cases of frostbite, the loss of the extremity can occur. This is one reason that I am not 
a fan of automatic coop doors. Too many malfunctions have occurred, and a chicken left out in the 
cold could be the result of such an equipment malfunction. I much prefer taking a few minutes at 
dark to tuck the chickens in myself.
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(15:30) Does not need straw bales for extra insulation (unless  you live MUCH further north.) In fact, 
if you’re not careful, those straw bales can collect moisture and grow mold and cause respiratory 
problems, and at my elevation, the hollow stems of straw seem to harbor mites so I try to avoid it. If 
you’re going to use straw bales, keep them on the outside of the coop, or better yet, consider using 
hay bales instead.

Another item that is unnecessary in our area is a heat lamp. They are dangerous and can actually 
cause perspiration that could lead to chills and frost bite.

They do not need continual light - it is not natural and  can mess with their hormones, possibly 
even contributing to cancer.
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(16:25) Even in winter, your birds need to stay well hydrated. Always have water available. 
The #1 health factor to a chicken is  water. If they go just a few hours  
without water, then it can be days without eggs. Keep the water clean. Make a habit of cleaning their 
waterer once a day or even more when needed. I suggest keeping their water off the ground by 
resting it on a block or round of wood, or something similar to keep the chickens from fouling it up. 
Strive to keep their water warm. Standing water at night  will be your biggest cause of frozen water. 
Remember that once a chicken settles on her roost at night, she won’t get down until the morning 
and therefore you don’t have to keep water out all night. If it gets extremely cold (in the low 
twenties), I’ll have to change out the water once or twice during the day. If you’re not up for this kind 
of labor, consider a water warmer. You can make your own water warmer or buy one if you don’t mind 
using the electricity. Pictured here is a quick and easy sunroom to encourage the chickens to get 
outside on cold days and to keep their water a bit warmer.
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(18:00) With winter rains, chickens may encounter standing water. Drinking water from the ground 
can lead to the infection of pathogens and parasites. Intestinal round worms are a common problem 
in chickens drinking from standing water. Worm infected chickens will generally appear healthy but 
seem to always be hungry and eating but remain skinny for their breed. You may also observe worms 
in their droppings. Wormers are available that will generally take care of the problem, and when 
using wormers, strictly follow the label directions for safe use. 
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(18:40) It’s not actually the cold weather you should be worried about for your chickens, it’s the 
moisture! This hidden danger, is all around them. They generate moisture by just breathing, and 85% 
of their manure is liquid. In nature, and here in the PNW, the ground is almost always cold and wet in 
the winter. Naturally, chickens want to stay off the ground by roosting during the coldest and wettest 
times and great ventilation in the coop goes a long way in reducing the moisture content.  
So it is key to  have as many vents as possible above their roosts. Yes, warm  air rises and will escape 
through those vents, but it will also take moisture with it; and that’s exactly what you want! So, here 
are my tips to winterize your chicken coop: 

• Trust your chicken and give her the option to stay in or out. 
• Install vents in high places, well above the roosts. 
• Ensure all the doors and windows face the sun.
• Make sure that openings on the dark and windy side are covered. 
• If this is not the set up you have right now, do your best to winterize, and if needed, plan to move 

the coop or make new openings this summer.   

19



(20:12) If your chickens have to get up or down from their coop, make sure you have ramps  
with cleats. It’s the going  down that they need help with to prevent hitting, bouncing, and bruising 
their butt… they’ll usually just fly back in if it’s as steep as this ramp to the compost bin on the right. 
When thinking about chickens in winter weather, we don’t want them slipping on an icy ramp, as 
landing on their bum can injure them and lead to complications if they rupture a ready to lay egg 
inside their abdomen.
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(20:45) If you are dealing with mud at times this winter, you are not alone. When chickens spend a lot of 
time in one area, a common consequence is bare dirt, which in wet weather becomes mud, mud and even 
more mud. If you confine your chickens to a run, you are quite likely to have a mud problem eventually, 
unless you live on extremely free‐draining soil or have fully covered pens. 

Though this is not an ideal time to regrade and drain a swampy run, these quick fixes might help, until 
summer comes around and you can make a permanent fix: 

• Try adding a tarp to at least part of the run, but this will only work if you can attach it at an angle… 
pooling water will certainly collapse your tarp, and possibly collapse your run right along with it!

• You can create a small trench to divert water that runs off that tarp and away from your coop.

• A chicken “runway” of pallets, boards, cinder blocks, stumps, and large rocks can be placed in the 
run, as well as adding extra outdoor roosts like ladders, lattice, tree limbs and simple fence post 
teepees.  

• In a small run, you can add wood chips or a deep layer of hay.

21



(22:45) Mud control at this time of year involves intercepting water before it enters the run. As much as 
possible, keep water out. Build up on high ground. If the coop and run are in the lowest place around, or lie 
in the path of run off or next to a marshy area, then it can be better to have the aggravation of a full coop 
relocation once, rather than to battle mud and floods for years. 

Next,  put  gutters  and  downspouts  on  all  roofs  nearby.  Even  a  little  coop  can  benefit  from gutters, and 
make sure  that  the downspouts  lead  the water well away downhill.

A little ditch can be dug to intercept water coming from higher ground and lead it away. However, if you are 
stuck with a coop in the lowest part of the landscape and cannot move it, try digging a large deep hole, 
backfill with gravel to about a foot from the surface, top that with a layer or two of landscape fabric, then 
cover it all with soil and sod. This can help to take care of modest amounts of runoff.
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(23:50) Quick fixes for RIGHT NOW: a temporary 'band‐aid' type of fix is in order until  you get to a drier 
season, at which point you can apply a more permanent cure. However, the solution is not sand or gravel, 
which has a very strong tendency to quickly disappear without a trace if put into an active mud situation. 
You're looking for something cheap to raise the chickens up above the mud and since cheap materials are 
generally organic materials they will also to some degree, or another, absorb moisture and provide greater 
surface area to evaporate the moisture to the air; but their main role is to just get the chickens up out of 
the mud. So, add a good big amount of whatever you can readily get. The more you add, the more effective 
it will be and the longer it'll be effective. Don't bother just putting a little bit in - it will merge with the mud 
and merely make the mud worse. Coarse stuff is better than finer stuff, because it will decompose more 
slowly and therefore last longer. Coarse bark or woodchips are really good and can last a fairly long time. 
Straw and hay and shavings are at least temporarily better than nothing, but usually start breaking down 
pretty quickly. The problem with stuff starting to decompose isn't just that it loses its useful structure – it 
will almost always make your mud problem worse in the long run, by providing fine humus material that 
makes the soil extra spongy and water‐retentive. When you are able to permanently fix a muddy run, these 
next suggestions may help: If you have mud right around the coop, where the chickens come out, a solution is 
to lay down big concrete pavers, ideally atop a couple inches of levelled gravel, or even just a couple of 
cinderblocks if it's just a small area where they hop out the door. But for larger-scale problems, if your soil is 
basically fairly free draining and you don't have serious mud problems, it may be reasonably sufficient to build 
the run up a bit higher. Add retaining boards at the foot of the run fence and just add however much soil it 
takes to put the run decidedly higher than the surrounding landscape. Make sure there is some drainage 
available through the retaining boards lest your run becomes a temporary aboveground pool. Another 
permanent fix is to resurface your run with concrete, gravel or sand, but I am not a fan of that, preferring my 
chickens to have contact with the ground. Since my flock is confined to their run in the summertime to protect 
the garden from their digging and pillaging, their run needs to be very comfortable and I prefer them to dig, 
scratch and bathe in their dirt… so I much prefer a covered run over a permanent gravel-type surface.
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(26:52) Not too worried about the mud around your coop? Well this may  prompt action… this is an 
unusual but very disconcerting effect of a muddy run. “Mud balls” on chicken feet can become a 
problem when chickens are walking around on a wet, muddy surface. Because of their scratching 
behavior, soil and manure can collect on their claws and the ends of their toes. If allowed to grow 
large, they inhibit walking and can result in broken toes. In severe cases, the ends of their toes can 
die and fall off. The mud balls can become nearly as hard as cement and difficult to remove. It is best 
to watch for the problem and remove the balls when they are small, and then deal with the mud 
itself! Remember, a quick solution is to provide a runway up out of the mud, such as a pallet or 
blocks.
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(27:45) The opposite of mud… and something your chickens would really enjoy is 
dry dust bathing! This is how chickens clean themselves… they take a  dust bath by rolling in dry soil 
and tossing it all over themselves with their wings, feet and beaks. This dirt settles on their feathers 
and skin and absorbs oil, and they follow up their bath with an extravagant preening session which 
helps keep their skin clear of parasites. Even in the winter, your birds will appreciate having a place to 
take their dust bath. In the summertime, my chickens have a little swimming pool filled with dry dirt, 
which is covered at night to prevent the farm kitties from also using it.
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(28:30) On the left is one of my greenhouses during the growing season, and the same space is 
shown on the right, which currently allows my chickens a warm place to dustbathe in these cold 
months. I’ll often add lime, dry soil, sand and ashes from our woodstove to this corner where they 
enjoy bathing in the winter sun. In other years, when I’ve still had crops in this space, I’ve used 
the little swimming pool during the winter, but keep it lidded on all but the dry and sunny days.
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(29:00) Inside of the coop and heat for your flock in the winter:  in our area chickens do not need a  heater 
in their coop, as long as it is south‐facing, dry and draft‐free (though remember, good ventilation is still 
required.) Unless your coop is not adequate, you still have pullets, 
or if you have less than 4 chickens, the risk of fire is just too great, especially if you use sawdust or leaf 
bedding. One way to add natural heat to the coop is to keep the right  number of birds for your space: 8‐
9” of roost space per bird is ideal… so if you have too few  birds, consider removing or portioning off part of 
their roost to allow them to better snuggle at night. 

The deep‐litter method of letting a warm compost pile develop under  their roost: 
well managed, this method can be a useful way to handle several aspects of  
keeping your flock happy in the winter. The deep litter method was first studied in 1946 by  the Ohio 
Station Brooder House. Before the deep litter method, shavings were removed every one to two weeks, in 
order to avoid dampness and coccidia, which is a parasite that can infest chickens’ intestinal tract and is 
highly contagious. A study at the Ohio Ag Station found that deep litter provides protection against coccidia 
naturally! By not removing the waste, good microbes come and make their homes in the litter. These 
microbes actually eat and break down the feces and consume unhealthy bacteria, leaving good bacteria 
behind. Moreover, the deep litter provides extra insulation in colder temperatures, as well as extra heat 
from the decomposition of the litter.
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(31:05) Unfortunately, the “deep litter” method for raising chickens is an almost forgotten way to manage 
a small flock. Instead of scooping out and replacing chicken coop litter frequently, you allow the manure 
and bedding material to accumulate and decompose inside the coop. As in compost, beneficial microbes 
actually help control pathogens, so chickens are less susceptible to diseases. If you manage the deep litter 
properly, your chickens will have a dry, fluffy and absorbent floor to enjoy, and you will have a happier, 
healthier flock with less maintenance. Plus, by early spring, your garden will have a nice supply of 
nutrient‐rich compost. 

Here’s the deep litter method in an eggshell: Start by spreading a 3‐ to 4‐inch layer  of clean litter on the 
floor of the coop. Dry grass clippings or leaves, straw, or wood shavings all work well. About once a week, 
as the manure accumulates (mostly under the roost), toss on another thin layer of litter. Add a handful of 
scratch grains or food scraps daily, and your chickens will stir the litter for you, incorporating oxygen to aid 
decomposition. If you see any caked litter, use a rake or fork to help break up the clumps and redistribute 
the moisture. Keep the coop ventilated, even in winter. You should not notice any odor of ammonia. If 
you do, add more litter. To  increase absorption, add some lime, as we’ll discuss next. Over the course of a 
year, the litter will become 8 to 12 inches deep. Spring, and again in early fall, is a good 
time to clean out the coop — but don’t remove all of the litter. Leave a base layer in  place to inoculate 
new material with the established beneficial microbes. If the manure-litter compost you remove is 
thoroughly decomposed and odorless, you can work it directly into garden beds. If some of the fresher 
manure hasn’t thoroughly decomposed, simply add it to a compost pile and let it finish working.
The result of managing deep litter is exercise, distraction and warmth for your chickens, and less time 
spent cleaning the coop for you! (I save feed sacks through the year, and each fall, rake and stuff them 
with dry fallen leaves to add to their coop and run; especially useful to have on hand when it snows and 
they spend more time indoors or need leaf “pathways” put down in their run!)
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(33:45) I have been using hydrated lime in our coop for many years and I have found that from my 
experience it has been of great benefit as it helps to ensure a dry environment in which bacteria does not 
seem to want to live in. I have very little problems with illness in my birds and I believe the lime may be a 
reason why. Please note, I am referring to hydrated lime, 
calcium hydroxide, which is not agricultural lime, or crushed limestone 
also called calcium carbonate, which you might add to your 
garden. 

Lime seems to help control bugs, neutralize odor, and raise the pH of the soiled litter in the coop. Uses for 
lime includes spreading it around the coop and run to repel flies, fleas, lice and mites; adding it to the 
chicken’s dust bath, dusting nest boxes, and even whitewashing the wood in the coop and run.
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(34:45) We covered a lot in the housing topic, review the important parts:

Cover any windy side slits that are at roost level.

Make sure there’s enough room in the coop and run… a good rule of thumb would be 3 square feet inside 
and 3 square feet outsider per chicken.

Ensure you have sufficient roosting space. A general rule is the width of your extended  hand, or about 8-9”.

Make sure they have light in their coop during the day, preferably natural sunlight. 

Put deep littler down on the floor of the coop. Apply at least 4” of any carbon absorbent  “brown” material 
such as wood shavings, dried leaves, corn cobs etc. Bedding should be dry. 
Add “brown” material as needed to keep moisture balance.

Keep them out of the mud in their run and offer them a dust bath if possible. Keep their water outside 
because any spills will create moisture.
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(35:45) Wintertime food needs: The first rule, if feeding a balanced poultry ration, is to make sure you are 
not giving treats in excess of 15 of their daily feed intake, lest you throw them into a nutritional imbalance. 
Treats include scratch grains, table scraps, sunflower seeds and so forth. And obviously, if you free range 
your chickens, food can be a challenge for them to find because it’s cold and the days are shorter. There’s 
much less live material like bugs and grasses for their dining pleasure. However, you might be surprised at 
just how much live material you can help scrounge up for them. Vermicomposting 
worms can be grown all year and they’re a great source of live protein.  Pulling and feeding green weeds 
like dandelion can be done in the winter. Many of us grow cold hardy vegetables all year round for our 
chickens, or utilize a greenhouse or cold frame. In addition to their balanced feed ration, my chickens get 
treats of cabbage, kale, collards and chard from the winter garden, and squash and fermented grains from 
our pantry. Because I keep dairy goats, my chickens also enjoy surplus milk products or the whey leftover 
from making cheese.
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(37:05) I like to ensure that all creatures on my farm have green food in winter, and my chickens are 
no exception. Alfalfa is a good supplement for your chickens, especially if your chickens don’t have 
access to pasture. You can increase their protein intake by buying a bale of alfalfa for them to 
scratch at or by soaking alfalfa pellets. 

However, a simple activity is sprouting seeds for them. Barley, sunflower, wheat, sorghum and other 
seeds can be sprouted which increase the digestible protein, and enzymes and vitamin levels. 
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(37:45) I sprout seeds for our animals, and for us, all winter long. It is simple, and only takes a few 
minutes a day to do. Shown here are barley sprouts, grown in glass jars on the countertop, ready to 
feed in just 4 days. I soak ½ cup, about 3 oz of barley overnight, then drain. Twice daily I rinse them 
with fresh water and drain thoroughly. They don’t need light to grow, but in just four days the 
sprouts become 1# of fresh, green fodder. This is very affordable, and a favorite treat for my 
chickens.
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(38:20) I also make homemade suet cakes for my chickens. I save odd bits of animal meats, or fat 
skimmed from broth, and simmer that with some scratch grains, cool a bit then put into molds and 
freeze. On extra cold days, the chickens really enjoy these protein treats – both for extra energy and 
for the entertainment factor!

34



(38:45) In order to keep themselves warm, their feed consumption in winter does increase. Besides 
their balanced ration, supplemented with not more than 15% scratch, scraps and other treats, 
feeding some corn to them just before they roost at night is a favorite treat and digesting it helps 
warm them up. Shown here is some whole kernel corn that has been soaking for 3 days – I reuse 
cooking water from vegetables when possible, here I have soaked their corn in beet water. If you do 
feed corn, or other whole grains, be sure to provide free‐choice grit which helps grind the corn in 
their gizzard. Feeding outside also encourages outside activity and exercise, and reduces mess and 
feed spills in the coop. 
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(39:40) Exercise for your chickens in winter… or what I like to call tips for distraction! Your chickens can get 
crabby when bored and start picking on each other. Some clever ways to entertain and provide them 
exercise at the same time include hanging a veggie ball, such a head of cabbage, or creating a sunroom for 
them to dust bathe in. As you look toward ways to provide exercise and distraction, remember that you 
must provide your chickens with adequate space for maximum health. Most chicken keepers have an area 
outside the coop, typically called a run. Here are some ideas to equip that area for exercise and 
entertainment!

Add logs or stumps for the chickens to stand on to get up off the cold, snowy ground. To encourage your 
chickens to get out of the coop you could add a wind block feature. Add a “sun room” 
to your run if possible. This could be a small “greenhouse” type structure utilizing plastic. A large rock can 
be used as a sun collector for warmth; it will protect from wind and offer them something to get them off 
the ground. Chickens hate walking in the snow. If snow happens then you could lay out some straw or 
similar material to encourage venturing out. Set out boards and even outdoor roosts 
to encourage outdoor activity. Don’t feed them through a feeder. Throw it out instead. They love to 
scratch and it’s great exercise. Hang a head of cabbage 
for them to pick at. I drive a tent stake into the bottom and hang it up by the hook. You could also get a 
hay net and hang out hay or alfalfa to keep them busy. Deep mulch 
is essential in your run. Put down 4” to 8” of any organic material you can find (grass clippings, wood 
chips, garden weeds/plants, leaves etc…) They will thank you for it with finished compost come spring 
time. They’ll scratch it all winter looking for food, add their fertilizer and it will soon be black gold. If you 
can have your run where you’ll plant your garden, it will be ideal. Move the chickens out in the spring and 
plant your patch! They weeded, composted and mulched! Last, but should be first, 
put them to work. Put them in an area you need tilled to prepare for the coming year’s garden. Throw in 
organic matter as they till to establish a nice mulch bed. If possible have their run where the garden will 
be and move them out in the spring and plant your veggies!
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(42:20) This winter, you’ve likely noticed that egg production has dropped. Here are the three main reasons 
why that is happening. Late fall or earlier this winter, your chicken likely went through a 
molt. This is where they  loses their old feathers and grows new ones for the next year. Although they look 
terrible during this, it’s perfectly natural. The bad news for us is that this effort takes a ton of protein, so 
we’ll hardly see an egg. Next, the days have gotten so short that the 14 hours of daylight needed to 
produce an egg are simply not there, naturally at least. Finally, your chicken may be getting older. The 
modern production breeds only consistently lay eggs until about 2 or 3 years old, and after that, egg 
production can drop dramatically by 50% or more. I have been keeping chickens most of my life and have 
experimented with every form of year‐round egg production stimuli that I could. Remember, the chief goal 
in your chicken’s life to produce offspring. Just as your tomato plant strives to set fruit in summer, she has 
that seasonal job to do. Yet, winter is not a sensible time for her to raise some chicks, and if you do get any 
winter eggs, they just might freeze. It needs to be 28 degrees or lower for that to happen, so if you have 
chickens laying in the winter, you may need to check for eggs twice during the day and never let them sit 
overnight. But if you are patient enough, a few weeks after the winter solstice, your chicken will likely pick 
up egg laying again naturally. For now, think about letting her rest. You just might add years to her life… 
and avoid all sorts of ugly chicken cancers, tumors and eggbound issues that are common in today’s 
production breeds. However, some chicken owners, myself at times included, choose to offer artificial light 
to keep egg production higher and consistent year round. So, if you MUST keep up production, you really 
need to use an automatic timer to keep the light on a bit longer than Mother Nature is. But, DO NOT keep 
more than 14 hours of light on your chickens a day. Be sure to set the timer to come on early in the 
morning, not at night. If they are still walking around at night and the light suddenly goes out, their already 
poor night vision will be even worse and they’ll have a hard time getting on their perch. Chickens must 
absolutely have at least 8 hours of darkness to keep their reproduction and immune systems healthy.
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(45:10) I leave you with this photo from my own farm files. This is my youngest son, with a chicken that 
he raised from an egg he incubated in 2010. She laid a giant khaki colored egg nearly every day, 
consistently and seasonally, for the past 10 years. This summer, her production dropped to only an egg a 
week, and instead of recovering from the fall molt, she peacefully passed away in a nest box. Her name 
was Miss Beauty, and she did so love to be held and pet and handfed, right up until the day she died. She 
was the picture of health, and the longest producer I have known. Many of our chickens are her 
descendants, as we have raised her chicks to replenish our flock for many years… and my son usually 
chose her large khaki colored eggs for the incubator.
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OSU Poultry Resources Collection: 
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/collection/poultry-resources-small-farms 
Country Living Newsletter (feel free to subscribe and read current and past issues): https://
extension.oregonstate.edu/newsletter/country-living-newsletter
Ohio Ag Study on Deep Litter: 
https://kb.osu.edu/bitstream/handle/1811/62632/OARDC_research_bulletin_n0843.pdf?sequence=1

Extension Article on the use of Lime in Coops/Runs:

https://poultry.extension.org/articles/poultry‐management/using‐lime‐in‐poultry‐houses/
Photo Credits: Unless noted below, all images are from the author’s personal collection; written 
permission for use is required: Sonia.Reagan@oregonstate.edu  (Photos of tools from Amazon)
Slide 3: EESC, OSU, Lynn Ketchum
Slide 4: “Wet Chicken” by yosser licensed CC 2.0
Slide 6: “chickens” by perpetualplum licensed under CC 2.0 
Slide 7: EESC, OSU, Stephen Ward
Slide 8: “A sorry looking molt!” by thriftyknitter licensed under CC 2.0
Slide 15: ChickNCheep on Etsy
Slide 17: https://abundantpermaculture.com
Slide 18: “Esmerelda Drinking” by loredous licensed under CC 2.0
Slide 20: compost bin: https://abundantpermaculture.com
Slide 21: log roost: https://abundantpermaculture.com
Slide 24: L: Belgian Bantam Club of Australia; R: Timber Creek Farm Slide 29: litter and roosts: https://
abundantpermaculture.com
Slide 30: ladder roosts: https://www.reverbsf.com/chicken-roosting-ideas/Slide 31: eating squash: 
https://abundantpermaculture.com
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