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INTRODUCTION 
What are urban chickens? The term brings to mind disparate mental images: 

 

 ...for those raised on the land, it might recall memories of the 100, 200, 500 baby chicks 

raised each spring and summer to be later slaughtered and plucked for meat throughout 

the year. Wrong. 

 …for those raised in the city, urban chickens might sound like the name of a fancy 

poultry dish at a favorite restaurant... maybe with sprouts? Nope, not that either. 

 
Urban chickens are, in the words of one local veterinarian, "pets with benefits." Urban chickens 

are a limited number of hens (we are asking for up to six, with no roosters) kept in clean, 

enclosed and predator-proof cages with attached runs, in urban backyards. The small size and 

gentle nature of backyard hens, particularly in the breeds known to be quiet and calm, make them 

great for families with small children, but they are also ideal as a backyard food producer. Not 

only do they eat every type of insect imaginable, they also do a smash-up job of eating leftovers, 

kitchen scraps and garden surplus. In return for this omnivorous diet, they return two things: 

eggs superior in taste and nutrition to store-bought, and a highly biodegradable and eco-friendly 

fertilizer product once composted. 

Hundreds of progressive cities across the United States (as well 

as Canada and the UK) have legalized ―Urban Chickens‖ in the 

past few years. However, in Montana, where cattle outnumber 

humans 3 to 1, Billings is behind the times. Often, we like it that 

way. 

But with the rising costs of fuel, rising concerns over organic 

foodstuffs, and growing interest in sustainability, the issue of 

backyard hens has come up with increasing frequency in the 

Magic City. 

The Billings Backyard Hen Initiative (BBHI) is a group of local citizens and families interested 

in clarifying the current Billings city code to permit the responsible keeping of a limited number 

of backyard hens within the city limits, and their non-profit 501(c)3 arm is the Magic City Hens 

(MCH), which exists to helping educate and support the public as well as urban chicken keepers 

in the area. 

Unlike commercial poultry operations or rural farms, people in 

the city who keep chickens as pets keep them in attractive 

enclosures. In fact, in many chicken-friendly cities, residents 

hold annual ―coop tours‖ to show them off. In Portland, Seattle, 

Austin, Las Vegas, Madison and quite a few other cities, chicken 

enthusiasts participate in a variety of chicken-related events, 

including tours, classes, and clubs, adding fabric and educational 

opportunities to their communities.  
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We are eager to do the same in Billings! Members of Magic City Hens plan to host hen expos, 

coop tours, chicken-raising classes, and coop-building workshops. We also plan to conduct 

―Habitat for Hens‖ events to provide donated labor and coop materials for families in need of a 

helping hand.  

 

Attractive and inexpensive pre-made chicken coops 

are available on various websites for those who are 

not able to build their own. Books on coop 

construction can be checked out at the Parmly 

Billings Library and free coop building instructions 

are available on the Internet. Our blogsite, 

http://BillingsBackyardHens.wordpress.com, has 

links to many resources, education, and information. 

 

We would like to see Billings join Bozeman, Kalispell, Missoula, 

Whitefish, Helena, Livingston, Manhattan, Havre, Anaconda, Miles 

City, New York City, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, 

Albuquerque, Seattle, Portland, Washington DC, Phoenix, Tampa, 

Atlanta, Pittsburgh, El Paso, Nashville, Salem, Madison, Cleveland, 

Huntsville, Mobile, Little Rock, Anchorage, Juneau, Flagstaff, Mesa, 

Albany, Anaheim, Los Angeles, Long Beach, Sacramento, San Jose, 

San Diego, Santa Monica, Santa Rosa, Colorado Springs, Denver, 

New Haven, Stamford, Miami, St Petersburg, Gainesville, Atlanta, 

Cedar Rapids, Des Moines, Sioux City, Boise, Topeka, Wichita, Louisville, Baton Rouge, New 

Orleans, Baltimore, Ann Arbor, Minneapolis, Asheville, Chapel Hill, Charlotte, Raleigh, 

Durham, Lincoln, Omaha, Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Cincinnati, Tulsa, Nashville, San Antonio, 

Laredo, Austin, Round Rock, Dallas, Fort Worth, El Paso,  Salt Lake City, Brigham, Ogden, 

Richmond, Casper, Laramie, and many, many more across our nation, Canada, and in the UK in 

allowing backyard hens! 

PROPOSED ORDINANCE 
Missoula successfully adopted this proposed ordinance in 2008. It was borrowed from Fort 

Collins, Colorado and is now a model ordinance for cities across the nation. 

 
The prohibition to keeping chickens in this section does not apply to the keeping 
of up to 6 female chickens while the animals are kept in such a manner that the 
following standards are complied with: 
1. The chickens must be kept on a single-family parcel(s), and chickens may 

be kept on a parcel(s) under one ownership with more than one dwelling 
if all residents and the owner consent in writing to allowing the chickens 
on the property. When chickens are kept on a multi-dwelling parcel(s) the 
owner of the chickens shall keep a copy of the signed approval document 
for inspection upon request by animal control personnel.  

2. The owner must obtain an annual permit from the Animal Control. The 
permit shall be $15.  

3. The chickens shall be provided with a covered, predator-proof chicken 
house that is thoroughly ventilated, of sufficient size to admit free 

http://billingsbackyardhens.wordpress.com/
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Feather Clipping 

movement of the chickens, designed to be easily accessed, cleaned and 
maintained by the owners and be at least 2 square feet per chicken in 
size.  

4. No chicken house shall be located closer than 20 feet to any residential 
structure occupied by someone other than the chicken owner, custodian, 
or keeper.  

5. The chickens shall be shut into the chicken house at night, from sunset to 
sunrise.  

6. During daylight hours the adult chickens shall have access to the chicken 
house and, weather permitting, shall have access to an outdoor enclosure 
on the subject property, adequately fenced to contain the chickens and to 
prevent access to the chickens by dogs and other predators.  

7. Stored feed must be kept in a rodent and predator-proof container.  
8. It is unlawful for the owner, custodian, or keeper of any chicken to allow 

the animal(s) to be a nuisance to any neighbors, including but not limited 
to noxious odors from the animals or their enclosure or noise of a loud 
and persistent and habitual nature. Animal Control will determine whether 
a nuisance exists on a case-by-case basis. 

9. Upon receiving a complaint of a possible violation, Animal Control will 
investigate, determine if a violation exists and when appropriate leave a 
notice of violation and order to take corrective action with the owner, 
custodian, or keeper and provide them with written notice of the violations 
that require correction. Animal Control will revisit the owner’s address 10 
days or more after the notice of violation is issued. If the owner, 
custodian, or keeper has failed to comply with the ordinance, Animal 
Control may issue a citation to the owner, custodian, or keeper for failure 
to comply with any applicable requirement of this section. 

MYTH VERSUS FACT 

Flying Chickens  

Myth: Chickens will escape their backyard containment and fly all over the neighborhood, 

causing a problem for Animal Control officers and issues with backyard dogs. 

 

Fact: The proposed ordinance requires hens to be kept in a secure, predator-proof at all times. 

 

Hens can only fly for very short distances, particularly when they are young. However, this is not 

a concern for two reasons.  

 

First, the proposed ordinance requires hens be kept in a secure, 

predator-proof coop at all times. They are not to be allowed to roam 

free in backyards, where they could conceivably fly onto or over a 

fence. 

 

The second is that feather-clipping (see graphic) is a simple, painless, 

bloodless option that takes about 30 seconds per wing with a sharp 

pair of scissors. By clipping off the first 10 leading wing feathers (the 

long ones that enable flight), hens can be kept earthbound. The 
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process must be repeated after molting, so on average 1-2x per year. Feather clippings can be 

composted. 

Odor  

Myth: Chickens stink unbelievably, and will make the neighborhood’s yards stink as badly as the 

owner’s yard. 
 

Fact: It is chicken feces that has the potential to stink, not the chicken. The ordinance requires 

the coops to be kept clean and compostable materials removed regularly. 

 

The fear of odor problems caused by backyard chickens is unwarranted. Chickens themselves do 

not smell. It‘s only their feces that has the potential to stink, which is also true of feces from 

dogs, cats, or any other animal that leave waste in the yard. But unlike dogs and cats, who leave 

waste on the lawns of their neighbors or in public places, chicken waste would be confined to the 

coop in the backyard of the owner because the ordinance stipulates the hens be enclosed at all 

times. Also, unlike dogs or cats, the proposed ordinance requires coops to be kept clean and 

compostable materials (all waste and bedding) be removed regularly.  

 

It‘s also important to realize the maximum number of chickens 

allowed is just six hens. A medium (forty-pound) dog produces 

approximately 3/4 of a pound of feces daily. It would take 

between 12-15 hens to produce that same amount. In addition to 

the simple volume difference, chicken manure is also a valuable 

fertilizer when composted, which is not true of dog or cat feces.  

 

According to Dr. Hermes, Oregon State University Extension 

Poultry Specialist, ―Once added to the compost or tilled into the 

soil, the odor-causing compounds are no longer able to cause 

objectionable odors.‖
1
  

The reason people fear an odor problem is because their 

only experience with chickens (if they have any at all), is a 

farm or commercial poultry operation. In these situations, 

chickens are viewed as a commodity and are raised with the 

intention of profit from meat or egg production. Under these 

circumstances, hundreds, if not thousands, of chickens are 

often kept in crowded 

conditions with poor 

ventilation or regular 

cleaning. As a result, 

ammonia, a by-product of animal waste due to the diets fed to 

these confined chickens,
2
 can build up and these facilities can 

stink.  

 

                                                           

 
1
 See letter from Dr. Hermes in Appendix C. 

2
 http://pubs.ext.vt.edu/442/442-110/442-110.html 

Typical Urban Hen Coop 

Commercial Poultry Operation 

Backyard Hen Operation 
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On the contrary, people who want to raise six hens as pets in the city are not looking to make a 

profit. They want eggs laid by healthy, happy chickens that they treat like pets. Six chickens 

housed at least 20 feet from adjacent occupied dwellings and in close proximity to the owner‘s 

home, are extremely unlikely to create an odor problem for neighbors. Who among us is willing 

to create an unhealthy or unpleasant living environment in our own backyards? Particularly when 

we choose to have backyard hens primarily as a healthy option for our families? 

Impact on Animal Shelters 

Myth: Local animal shelters will be flooded with unwanted hens and mis-sexed roosters. 
 

Fact: MCH has initiated a Chicken Adoption Program, and we are also working with the 

Yellowstone Valley Animal Shelter and Animal Control Board to assure this does not happen.  

 

Demand for hens is high as they provide 

eggs, fertilizer, and are gentle creatures 

that make great pets. If a family cannot 

keep them for any reason, they are easily 

relocated using Craig‘s List, postings at 

local farm stores, or through MCH‘s 

Chicken Adoption Program.  

 

There are steps that can be taken to avoid improperly sexed roosters and we will encourage 

people to exercise those precautions. For the small percentage of those that do turn out to be 

roosters, we have the Chicken Adoption Program in place and ready to go. Several local families 

outside the city limits as well as local area farms are happy to take in unwanted roosters. 

Montana is an agricultural state and there is no shortage of farmers who are happy to take in 

breeding roosters. As of June 2011, we are already helping place chickens and roosters with new 

owners. 

 

Please refer to the section entitled ―Chicken Adoption Program‖ for more details about this 

program.  

Property Values 

Myth: Having an urban chicken coop next door will decrease 

property values. 
 

Fact: Although often stated, urban hens have never been 

documented as a reason for a decrease in property values. 

 

This is an unsubstantiated claim based on fear, not facts. A small 

backyard flock made up of no more than six hens treated as pets are 

about as different from a commercial operation or farm as one can 

get. City coops are typically small, clean, and attractive because 

people love their pets and live in close proximity to them. In fact, 

urban hen keepers are so proud of their coops, many hold annual 

coop tours to show them! In Alameda, NM, the tour combines 
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bicycling with coop visits, a true eco-

friendly approach. 

 

There is no evidence, actual or 

circumstantial, to indicate that 

keeping pet hens, as laid out in our 

proposal, would have any negative 

impact on real estate values 

whatsoever. 
 

In Appendix A, you will find a letter from 

Jane Leo, Portland Metropolitan Association 

of Realtors, stating that in her 14 years with 

that organization, she has never heard of an 

instance where chickens were associated with lower property values. There, you will also find a 

letter from Nannette Martin, stating that green and sustainable living attracts better educated and 

more affluent citizens to a community. 

Noise 

Myth: Chickens will crow all day and night and ruin neighbors’ sleep and destroy the peace of a 

neighborhood. 
 

Fact: Only roosters crow, not hens, and roosters are prohibited under the proposed ordinance. 

 

Roosters are prohibited under our proposed ordinance. Hens never crow and are generally quiet 

animals, with the exception of clucking to announcing the arrival of a freshly laid egg. This 

sound is short-lived, lasting up to a few minutes and takes place once every 24 to 36 hours, and 

never occurs at night. Some hens are more vocal than others, depending on the breed, but there is 

no comparing the sound of a cackling hen to dogs that bark all night long, power tools, lawn 

mowers, garbage trucks, motorcycles, wild crows, kids playing, car alarms, sirens, airplanes, 

trains, and the myriad of other loud noises frequently heard in neighborhoods. And when hens 

cluck, at the most they do so in the range of 60-70 decibels, quieter than living room music. Of 

course, the decibel level drops off with distance so 60-70 decibels at the coop is significantly less 

20 feet away. In comparison, dogs bark at 100 decibels and above. 

Public Health 

Myth: Chickens in the backyard will result in an avian flu epidemic or at the very least, cause 

illness in owner families and neighborhoods. 
 

Fact: The type of Avian Influenza that is contagious to humans has not been found in North 

America and the risk of other diseases is greatly overstated. 

 

The notion that six birds confined to an enclosure in a backyard will somehow create a public 

health threat is unwarranted. As other cities wrestled with the concept of backyard chickens, they 

researched this issue and concluded it is not a concern. If it were, those cities would not have 

allowed backyard hens.  
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From time to time, we hear about a potentially deadly pathogen capable of 

jumping from one species to another. Bird flu and swine flu are the most 

recent examples. Fortunately, neither of these perceived threats have 

materialized.  

 

The type of avian influenza that is contagious to humans has not been found 

in North America. Bird flu, the type that can infect chickens, is spread by 

contact with the contaminated feces of wild birds, primarily migratory waterfowl. Unlike rural 

farm birds, which might co-mingle with migratory birds or drink from a shared pond, "backyard 

chickens" will be kept in an enclosed pen where contact with migratory birds is unlikely.  

 

Billings veterinarian Dr. Emily Gocke-Smith, DVM notes, ―According to the U.S. Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, there is no need at the present time to remove a backyard flock 

of chickens because of avian influenza concerns.‖ Further, Oregon State University Poultry 

Extension Specialist Dr. Jim Hermes states, "bird flu of the type noted in the media has not been 

diagnosed in the whole of the Western Hemisphere and may not ever find its way here" and 

"chickens are relatively healthy animals." (Please refer to these letters in Appendix B and 

Appendix C, respectively.) 

 

Dogs and cats also can spread parasites, bacteria, fungi, and viruses to humans. Rabies is an 

example of a viral infection that can be transmitted to people from the saliva or bite of a dog. Cat 

Scratch Fever is a bacterial infection passed to people by cats. Each year, 25,000 cases are 

diagnosed in the United States. Ringworm, a highly contagious fungal infection, can be 

transmitted to humans by touching an infected animal's fur or skin and is common in stray 

kittens that roam freely. Roundworm, hookworm, tapeworm, and giardia are intestinal parasites 

that can be passed to humans from pet waste. There are also a number of tick-borne diseases that 

can be brought into the home by dogs and cats such Lyme disease and Rocky Mountain spotted 

fever when the ticks hitch a ride on the pet‘s fur. Chickens can actually keep your yard healthier 

because they eat disease carrying ticks and insects.  

 

Keep in mind, too, that bird diseases like Exotic Newcastle, West Nile, or avian influenza can 

infect different types of birds, not just chickens, including common pet birds like parrots, 

finches, and cockatiels. There are also diseases people can catch from hamsters, reptiles, and 

other common pets. Regardless of this, people will continue to love and care for all kinds of pets 

because they enrich our lives, provide companionship, teach responsibility, entertain us, and in 

the case of chickens, provide eggs!  

Water & Air Quality 

Myth: Hen manure run-off will cause major 

ecological problems within our city and watershed. 

 

Fact: A flock of six hens creates less manure than a 

medium sized dog and unlike dog feces, chicken feces 

is compostable.  

 

A single average hen produces 1/16 pound of manure 
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per day whereas an average dog generates 3/4 pound of manure a day. Thus, six hens produce 

less waste than the average dog. 

 

Dog manure cannot be composted because of the harmful bacteria and parasites (hookworms, 

roundworms, and tapeworms) that can infect humans. This canine waste is considered a major 

source of bacterial pollution in urban watersheds.
3
  

 

Additionally, dog waste contains higher concentrations of nitrogen and phosphorus than cow, 

chicken, or pig feces and is a major contributor of excessive nutrients that flow into ground and 

surface waters through runoff from city sidewalks and lawns.
4
  

 

Not only do chickens produce less waste 

than other backyard pets, many people who 

keep chickens in the city also have a garden 

and compost their chicken manure. For those 

who do not compost, the Billings Backyard 

Hen Initiative has started a Compost 

Relocation Program, to remove compost 

materials to locations where they can be 

safely composted and turned into high-

quality fertilizer. If composted and added to 

the garden, the water quality impact is 

virtually nothing. Chickens also reduce the need for pesticides and herbicides as they eat bugs 

and weeds, further reducing the potential for water pollution. The volume of composted steer 

manure and poultry fertilizer applied to spring gardens in our city is far greater than the volume 

of whatever run-off may potentially occur due to backyard hens, particularly as the proposed 

ordinances requires owners to keep their coops clean.  

 

Additionally, garden chemicals (the need for which is reduced with hens), such as insecticides, 

weed killers, and slug bait, contain toxic ingredients. Often these products are toxic by several 

modes including ingestion, inhalation, and skin contact. Many pesticides are toxic to pets; slug 

bait is especially hazardous to dogs. Many pesticides are also highly toxic to birds, bees, and 

fish. Most insecticides are toxic to all insects, including those that are harmless or even 

beneficial such as ladybugs. Some pesticides are highly mobile and can contaminate ground 

water or surface water. Despite their misleading name, so-called "inert" ingredients can be toxic, 

flammable, or corrosive; sometimes they are more hazardous than active ingredients. Scientific 

studies show that chemicals applied to the lawn can be tracked in to the home and can be found 

in carpet dust and on tables, windowsills, and other surfaces. Children pick up these residues on 

their hands and transfer them to their mouths.
5
 For those with chemical sensitivities, or even 

those simply concerned about their health, chickens are an unbeatable, natural, non-toxic option. 

 

                                                           

 
3
 http://www.pacshell.org/projects/petwasteinfo.htm#facts 

4
 www.csld.edu/Downloads/Sussman_2008_DogParks.pdf 

5
 (source: http://watoxics.org/healthy-living/healthy-homes-gardens-1/lawn-and-garden) 

 

http://watoxics.org/healthy-living/healthy-homes-gardens-1/lawn-and-garden
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Regarding air quality, when the city of Fort Collins, Colorado adopted a chicken-keeping 

ordinance, they first conducted thorough research, which included the possibility of increased 

methane gas emissions. It was concluded that backyard hens would not significantly impact 

methane gas emissions. (Appendix D) There is no reason to believe that this would be any 

different in Billings.  

 

Chickens as Livestock or Pets 

Myth: Chickens are livestock like pigs, goats, sheep, cattle and horses. If we allow one type of 

livestock to live in Billings backyards, we’ll be opening the door to others. 
 

Fact: Neither the City of Billings nor the Montana Department of Agriculture define chickens as 

livestock. Chicken are poultry. 

 

§81-2-702 MCA defines ―livestock‖ as cattle, sheep, swine, goats, horses, mules, asses, llamas, 

alpacas, bison, ostriches, rheas, emus, and domestic ungulates, but does not include chickens. 

Rather, chickens are classified as ―poultry‖. 

 

Likewise, §27-201 of the city‘s zoning regulations define chickens as ―fowl‖ but not as 

―livestock‖ which are defined separately. 

 

Under the city code, the prohibition against fowl does not come up under the animal ordinances, 

where the only mention of chickens is the prohibition against them, as well as other animals, 

being at large. The prohibition against fowl seems to come from the zoning regulations. 

However, based upon the plain language of the ordinance, there is no prohibition against 

chickens in the City of Billings. While the ordinance specifically prohibits ―livestock‖ in all 

zoning districts within the city limits, there is no such outright prohibition against ―fowl‖. The 

remainder of the language in §27-607 discusses the keeping of fowl in the county, with one 

exception – fowl are allowed in planned developments within the city. 

 

Putting that issue aside, backyard hens are not a gateway to farmyard 

mammals. In the past 20 years, as the issue of urban chickens has gained 

more momentum worldwide, chickens have been an 

issue unto themselves.  

 

There are dozens of books on the subject, many at our 

own Parmly Billings Library, as well as several 

magazines, printed both monthly and seasonally, which 

are available at many area bookstores. There are dozens 

of websites and blogs online that feature and/or focus 

on backyard hen keeping.   

Code Enforcement 

Myth: This will be a nightmare for city code enforcement employees. 
 

Fact: This has not proven to be the case in other cities. 
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The city of Salem, Oregon gathered letters from public 

officials in various chicken-friendly cities, all of whom 

state that allowing residents to keep a few pet hens has 

benefited their communities.  

 

Written testimony from mayors, city commissioners, and 

code compliance officers are included in Appendix E of 

this packet. These statements show that chicken ordinances 

do not create the type of problems some fear. Allowing 

residents a small number of egg-laying hens has not created 

a financial burden for these cities, spurred fighting among 

neighbors, presented a noise, odor, or rodent problem, 

reduced property values, or posed a public health threat. In 

fact, public officials in cities where backyard chickens have been permitted for years, view it as a 

beneficial, community-building, and self-sustaining activity that they promote and encourage. 

What better indication can there be than the experiences of other cities that report a positive and 

successful experience? If cities much larger, the same size, and much smaller than Billings are 

able to successfully implement this program, would we be any different? 

 

Pests & Rodents 

Myth: Chickens will attract insects and mice. 
 

Fact: Chickens eat insects and even mice. 
 

Chickens do not attract insects, they eat them! They love to eat all types of bugs, including ants 

and those that carry human diseases like mosquitoes and ticks. They also eat slugs that would 

otherwise harm garden crops and damage decorative foliage. Rather than attract flies, they eat fly 

larvae (maggots) before they can grow up to become adult flies, and eat the flies themselves if 

they do come into the coop. In his letter, Dr. Hermes, OSU Poultry Extension Specialist, 

supports our claim that if chickens have access to fly larvae, flies will never become a problem. 

He also states that chickens do not attract rodents and that a small number of hens can be a great 

addition to any urban family backyard. (Appendix C)  

 

A chicken pen is not likely to attract rodents or wildlife unless chicken feed is spilled or not 

stored properly. This also holds true for dog or cat food, wild bird feeders (wild birds are 

notorious for spreading seed in a wide area beneath a feeder), and garbage.  

 

It is well documented that hens will not only kill and eat mice, they will occasionally kill and eat 

the rare wayward rat that would try to encroach a city backyard. In fact, one local gardener is 

using chickens to keep rock chucks (aka marmots) out of her vegetable garden. In other words, 

small rodents are wise not to mess with chickens! 

 

To many of us, chickens are a natural extension of our gardens. They control pests and are 

world-class recyclers. Within 24 hours, they turn garden scraps, bugs, and weeds into one of two 

things we can use – eggs and fertilizer. 
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BENEFITS 

Economic Benefits to Owners 

Many of our older family members have shared stories about how chickens 

saved the family during the Great Depression. Given our current economic 

situation, keeping a few backyard hens has never been more practical.  

 

Food prices continue to rise. The unemployment rate is at a record high. Homes 

are being foreclosed on at an alarming rate. A readily available source of eggs 

saves money, energy, and time. The initial cost of a small chicken coop and 

pen will quickly pay for itself. Members of our group are willing to donate 

time, labor, and material to help families in need get started.  

 

After the initial coop investment, six hens cost very little to maintain, especially if you 

supplement their diet with weeds, grass clippings, bugs, and kitchen and garden scraps. In return, 

keeping only three hens will provide approximately 65 dozen eggs per year for a cost of about 

$1.50/dozen. For the equivalent in fresh, locally-produced eggs that came from happy, healthy 

chickens (as opposed to cage confined chickens on factory farms), you would pay $3 or more per 

dozen at the Farmer‘s Market or health food store. Chickens will save you additional money on 

fertilizer, pesticides, and gasoline.  

 

Backyard chickens also generate business opportunities. Oregon Business Magazine and the 

Register-Guard have recently reported on the highly successful businesses known as urban farm 

stores that cater to the needs of backyard homesteaders. In fact, these businesses are one of the 

few that are thriving in this economy.  

 

Additionally, unemployed construction workers are grateful for the work they‘ve been finding 

building backyard chicken coops. Urban farm schools are popping up everywhere, turning a 

profit by teaching city dwellers how to grow gardens, can food, and raise chickens. Even the 

business of chicken babysitting recently made CNN Money headlines. Stacy Rye, councilwoman 

from Missoula, reported that ―an incredible cottage industry sprung up in Missoula after we 

began allowing urban chickens.‖ From coop and structure builders to landscapers, organic feed 

and organic lawn 

care, chicken 

babysitting and 

―coop-er scooper‖ 

businesses, urban 

hens are a good 

boost to local 

economies.  

Economic Benefit to City of Billings 

Backyard hens are an ecosystem unto themselves. They turn leftovers, table and garden scraps, 

lawn and leaf clippings, and local grains into edible eggs and compostable materials. Eggs 

nourish people while compost nourishes the soil and prepares the garden for further produce. 
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Backyard hens are so adept at turning what is termed biomass into compost 

materials that the town of Deist in Flanders, Belgium actually gave 2,000 

households a gift of three chickens each as an economic solution to the 

costly problem of recycling biodegradable trash. A chicken can consume 

approximately nine pounds of kitchen garbage a month—everything from 

leftovers turning in the refrigerator to pizza crust, fruit and veggie peelings, 

cooked meat scraps, sandwich crusts, and more. That‘s over 100 pounds of 

food per year, per chicken. If only 100 families kept 6 hens in Billings, that 

would equate to over 60,000 pounds (30 tons) of food residuals being bio-

recycled in one year. When you consider the superior qualities of poultry 

compost materials and their ability to likewise help turn additional tons of 

leaves and un-treated grass clippings into fertilizer, the bio-waste savings 

from landfills dramatically increases, saving tax-payer dollars and 

reducing greenhouse gas pollution. 

 

Recent studies indicate that over 30% of solid waste produced today is related to food 

consumption, with over half that being associated with food packaging. Obviously, more 

sustainable methods of producing food are in order such as community and homeowner gardens 

and local food production and availability. 

 

Magic City Hen‘s Compost Relocation Program connects hen keepers with gardeners, master 

gardeners, and community gardens that are willing and able to take donations of compost 

materials (hen manure and bedding) on a ―call before you haul‖ basis. In addition, the city of 

Billings landfill has a compost area set aside ―for wood, barn and yard waste‖. 

Sustainability 

More and more people are interested in living a more sustainable lifestyle and reducing their 

carbon footprint. Local governments encourage citizens to reduce their consumption of 

resources, use fewer pesticides, and be more self-reliant. A small number of egg-laying hens 

allow us the opportunity to do just that. Political obstacles should not impede the very same 

lifestyle our local government promotes. Billings‘ Smart Growth plan clearly states that healthier 

food choices, more time spent outdoors, and more exercise would benefit not only our citizens, 

but also our city itself. 

 

People who have backyard hens are less likely to use 

harmful chemicals and pesticides in their gardens. Instead, 

they desire their yard to be healthy and environmentally 

friendly. They consider chickens an extension of their 

gardens because they eat weeds and bugs and provide 

fertilizer.  

 

Organic gardeners seek natural fertilizer to enhance their 

garden soil in order to grow fresh fruits and vegetables. 

Chicken manure is one of the most efficient (and notably expensive compared to other types) 

natural fertilizers providing essential nutrients to build the soil. Backyard hens provide a local 

source of fertilizer, and, in the case of a gardening hen owner, without any transportation costs. 

Backyard Hens 

 Reduce This! 
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According to Dr. Hermes, OSU Extension Specialist, ―Chicken manure is a great addition to 

sustainable urban gardens.‖ (Appendix C) 

Food Safety and Animal Welfare 

There is a growing desire among consumers to regain some control over 

the food they serve their families. Food recalls have become common 

and people are concerned about the safety of their food and the 

welfare of the animals that provide it.  

 

Not only are homegrown eggs fresher, tastier, and more nutritious than store-

bought eggs, they are also less likely to contain Salmonella.
6
 Store-bought eggs, often shipped 

from out-of-state, can legally be sold when they are as old as 45 days.  

 

A quick test to see if your egg are fresh, whether store-

bought or of backyard origins, is to put them in a bowl of 

water. A fresh egg sits solidly at the bottom. Aging eggs 

will begin to first tip up (one week after being laid), then 

stand on end (two weeks after being laid), and eventually 

float. An egg floats is because as it decomposes, water 

vapor and gases are released through the porous shell. This 

causes the yolk and whites to shrink which in turn makes 

the air cell larger, thus causing the egg to float. Eggs are 

good for about 30 days after being laid, although 

obviously the quality deteriorates as they age. 

 

Chickens raised as pets, rather than for profit, are less 

crowded, less stressed, treated better, and therefore less 

susceptible to disease. Given the recent recall of over 

380 million eggs contaminated with Salmonella, it is no 

surprise that people are interested in producing as much 

of their own food as possible.  

 

We are encouraged to eat locally, reducing the need to 

transport food long distances. What better place to start 

than the availability of food right in the back yard!  

 

Becoming a more sustainable community becomes easier with the availability of eggs from 

backyard hens. Local citizens can contribute their surplus eggs to neighbors or even local food 

banks, feeding the hungry with healthy, locally produced food.  

 

 

                                                           

 
6
 http://www.motherearthnews.com/Real-Food/2007-10-01/Tests-Reveal-Healthier-Eggs.aspx 

Battery Cage Raised Chickens 

http://www.motherearthnews.com/Real-Food/2007-10-01/Tests-Reveal-Healthier-Eggs.aspx
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Emergency Preparedness 

In these uncertain times, it is especially 

important that people be prepared for an 

emergency. Government officials encourage us 

to be prepared in the event of a fire, flood, 

earthquake, civil unrest, or any other situation, 

stating that in such an event we are likely to be 

on our own for the first few days or possibly 

weeks. When disaster strikes, it can hinder 

transportation or help from arriving in a timely 

fashion. Having a year-round source of high-protein, nutritious eggs readily available can 

provide critical food in a time of need.  

 

During heavy snow/ice storms and floods like those that we are experiencing this year, there can 

be and has been damage to buildings and infrastructure such as bridges and highways. As a 

result, it can be difficult to get to stores and once there, customers may find empty shelves. Local 

egg-producing hens will help our community be more food self-sufficient if an emergency 

occurs.  

 

The American food system is dependent on centralized processing plants and transportation. A 

more diversified food system can provide more security by letting citizens grow crops and raise 

animals they know and enjoy. That way, if the food system should fail, we will be able to feed 

our neighbors and ourselves.
7
  

 

There is no denying that, as a nation, we would be better off if we were less reliant on outside 

resources. This holds true for cities, neighborhoods, and families as well.  

Educational Opportunities 

Raising up to six hens in the backyard is a tremendous 

opportunity for parents to teach young children about the 

responsibility that comes with caring for a pet, and something 

about where the food they eat really comes from. The latter is 

something a dog or cat cannot do. And because of their small size 

and friendly demeanor, hens can be easily handled by young 

children without the fear of being bitten.  

 

By keeping a few hens, children will also learn about 

sustainability and recycling because they will see first-hand how 

grass clippings, bugs, weeds, and kitchen scraps fed to chickens 

are turned into delicious eggs. They will also see how straw 

bedding and waste from the chickens improves garden soil that, 

in turn, produces fruits and vegetables. Instead of just hearing the 

phrase ―reduce, reuse, recycle", they will actually experience it. 

                                                           

 
7
Backyard Poultry, vol. 3, no. 6, pg 16 
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A backyard hen is very practical because it is small, 

inexpensive to raise, and quite easy to care for. For many 

of us, our grandparents had Victory Gardens, knew how 

to preserve food, and raised their own chickens. This 

valuable knowledge seems to have skipped a generation 

and we are anxious to bring it back so that our children 

are not so far removed from these basic skills that they 

think food comes only from the grocery store.  

 

We cherish the opportunities to teach our children how to 

be more self-reliant instead of depending solely on others for their sustenance. We value the 

opportunity to teach our children to have less of an impact on the earth. Backyard hens can 

provide some of these opportunities.  

COMPOST RELOCATION PROGRAM 
Magic City Hens realizes that not every owner or potential owner of 

backyard hens has the space, ability, or inclination to compost their 

coop cleanings, despite the value of poultry fertilizer. We have 

therefore initiated a listing of available gardeners, master gardeners, 

community gardens, and the 

Salvation Army compost-production 

program who are willing to accept 

compost materials on a ―call before 

you haul‖ basis. This program should 

result in better relations between neighbors, free compost 

materials (sometimes hard to come by) for composters, a way 

to responsibly dispose of waste products for hen owners, and a 

boon to the city as it will not receive compost materials added 

to household garbage. 

 

CHICKEN ADOPTION PROGRAM 
Magic City Hens also recognizes that sometimes backyard hens must be re-homed. The reasons 

are many including relocations due to job changes, unexpected time constraints, the fact that a 

rooster chick somehow made it in with purchased pullets (young female chickens), or maybe just 

that families decide that backyard chickens are not for them. To meet this need, we have begun a 

Chicken Relocation Program. We maintain a list of active families, farms, etc. outside the city 

limits who are ready, willing, and able to accept chickens. This listing has already placed 

chickens in the Billings area, and we will keep it up to date. As of July, 2011 we could easily 

place well over 100 chickens a month, and the list is growing regularly. 

MISPERCEPTIONS 
During our efforts to work with the city to allow backyard hens in Billings, we have talked to 

many people about this issue. The overwhelming majority think it is a great idea and support the 

ordinance. We have found that the few who oppose it, do so for one of three reasons:  

$15.99 per container 
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1. They are completely unfamiliar with chickens. I have had many conversations with people 

who say it is a bad idea ―because of the crowing.‖ When I explain that only roosters crow, and 

roosters are not needed to produce eggs, they are often shocked.  

 

2. Some will say they oppose the ordinance because ―chickens will attract pests like flies, mice, 

and the like.‖ Again, they do not understand that chickens eat bugs and small rodents rather than 

attract them. It is a simple matter of education and of explaining the nature of hens and the actual 

methods of urban hen-keeping that causes these people to change their minds.  

 

3. Their only experience with chickens is large-scale, raised-for-profit, commercial operations, or 

farms. We have encountered a few people who adamantly oppose chickens because they know 

how smelly and filthy large-scale chicken coops can be because they used to live near a poultry 

facility, or had dozens or even hundreds of spring chickens at a time growing up on a farm. Yes, 

when hundreds or thousands of chickens are crammed into a giant barn or warehouse and treated 

like nothing more than egg-laying machines, it can be quite unpleasant. Urban hen-keepers do 

not support or condone this. This is exactly what we are working to avoid!  

CONCLUSION 
Hundreds of cities across the United States and around the world have embraced backyard hens. 

Some have encountered the same reasons for opposition as Billings is now seeing and, upon 

careful examination of the facts, have determined those reasons were groundless. The proposed 

ordinance is borrowed from cities in our area that have successfully incorporated backyard hens 

into their communities. We believe Billings should do the same!   

 

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. 

Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.  

~Margaret Meade
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ARTICLES 

U.S. City Dwellers Flock to Raising Chickens – WorldWatch.org 

REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION 

Photo Courtesy Growing Gardens 

 

At July‘s Tour De Coop, about 600 people visit, on 

average, 17 backyard chicken farms in Portland, 

Oregon, during the annual event organized by urban 

agriculture group Growing Gardens. In the backyard 

of a suburban home in Denver, Colorado, 22 

chickens are hiding out from the law.  

 

They arrived when a member of BackyardChickens, 

an online forum, ordered the birds in the mail this past May. "I actually get my chicks in today 

hopefully, and I am worried that animal control will be at the post office waiting for me with 

hand-cuffs," the new poultry farmer wrote.  

 

An underground "urban chicken" movement has swept across the United States in recent years. 

Cities such as Boston, Massachusetts, and Madison, Wisconsin, are known to have had chickens 

residing illegally behind city fences.  

 

But grassroots campaigns, often inspired by the expanding movement to buy locally produced 

food, are leading municipalities to allow limited numbers of hens within city limits.  

 

Cities such as Anne Arbor, Michigan; Ft. Collins, Colorado; and South Portland, Maine have all 

voted in the past year to allow residents to raise backyard poultry. "It's a serious issue - it's no 

yolk," said Mayor Dave Cieslewicz of Madison, Wisconsin, when his city reversed its poultry 

ban in 2004. "Chickens are really bringing us together as a community. For too long they've been 

cooped up."  

 

Raising backyard chickens is an extension of an urban farming movement that has gained 

popularity nationwide. Home-raised livestock or agriculture avoids the energy usage and carbon 

emissions typically associated with transporting food.  

 

"Fresh is not what you buy at the grocery store. Fresh is when you go into your backyard, put it 

in your bag, and eat it," said Carol-Ann Sayle, co-owner of five-acre (two-hectare) farm in 

Austin, Texas, located within walking distance from the state capitol. "Everyone should have 

their own henhouse in their own backyard."   

 

"Buying local" also provides an alternative to factory farms that pollute local ecosystems with 

significant amounts of animal waste - which can at times exceed the waste from a small U.S. 

city, a government report revealed last month. In the United States alone, industrial livestock 

production generates 500 million tons of manure every year. The waste also emits potent 

http://www.backyardchickens.com/
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-08-944
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greenhouse gases, especially methane, which has 23 times the global warming potential of 

carbon dioxide.  

 

Meanwhile, advocates insist that birds raised on a small scale are less likely to carry diseases 

than factory-farmed poultry, although some public health officials are concerned that backyard 

chickens could elevate avian flu risks.   

 

Chicken: The ‗Buy Local' Mascot  

After the trend first gained popularity in London, England, with the invention of the "eglu" 

chicken house about ten years ago, large numbers of city dwellers began to raise chickens in the 

U.S. cities of Seattle and Portland, said Jac Smit, president of the Urban Agriculture Network. 

"It's no longer something kinky or interesting," Smit said. "The ‗chicken underground' has really 

spread so widely and has so much support."  

 

Within the past five years, the trend has expanded to cities where raising hens was already legal, 

including Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Chicago. "Chicken has become the symbol, a mascot 

even, of the local food movement," said Owen Taylor of New York City, who knows of at least 

30 community gardens that raise poultry, mostly for their eggs. One Brooklyn home has raised 

upward of 50 hens. "We're the biggest city in the country, so to have it here I think blows 

people's minds."  

 

K.T. LaBadie, a University of New Mexico graduate student, was born into a family that grew its 

own fruits and vegetables. So when she moved to Albuquerque and met a friend who was raising 

his own chickens, poultry was a logical progression in her own home. She began with two hens, 

and now she has four.  

 

"It felt like a good compliment to our backyard gardening. We get compost from the chickens 

that goes back into the vegetable beds," LaBadie said. "And there's really nothing better than 

harvesting tomatoes and peppers from your garden and being able to make an omelet with it 

using a meal that was based in your backyard."  

 

The spread of backyard chickens has promoted spin-off businesses that cater to the local market. 

Some communities are relying on mobile slaughterhouses to manage and distribute the poultry 

meat, according to Smit. "It's no longer huge slaughterhouses doing millions [of birds]. It's a guy 

driving around on a truck, visiting neighborhood to neighborhood," he said. "And it's not 

chickens only.... Duck, turkey, and quail are particularly attractive."  

 

In Portland, Oregon, residents have organized a farming cooperative to raise hens for egg 

production. "The money is used to maintain the cooperative. It's not necessarily organized to be a 

profit-sharing venture," said Debra Lippoldt, executive director of Growing Gardens, a Portland 

urban agriculture advocacy group.  

 

Public Health Concerns  

If avian influenza eventually evolves to infect humans, experts fear that backyard chickens will 

be vectors of the disease. Government officials have threatened to ban free-range chickens in 

cities in Thailand, Indonesia, and Hong Kong, where bird flu has spread in the past. 

http://www.omlet.co.uk/homepage/homepage.php
http://www.growing-gardens.org/
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Governments around the world are also concerned that wild fowl will infect backyard chickens, 

leading to calls for similar bans in the Canadian province of British Columbia and in Australia.  

 

But several public health officials argue that homegrown poultry are not a disease threat if the 

chickens are properly maintained. "Make sure the roof of the pen has a solid cover to protect 

birds from fecal matter that may drop from birds flying overhead," said University of California 

at Davis poultry specialist Francine Bradley in a statement released in 2005, at the peak of avian 

flu concerns. "We always tell people, don't let anyone near your birds who doesn't need to be 

there [due to fears of people carrying the virus]."  

 

Sustainable farming advocates insist that backyard chickens are less of a concern than factory-

farmed poultry, which the Pew Commission on Industrial Farm Animal Production has said 

poses serious risks of transmitting animal-borne diseases to human populations, especially due to 

the prevalence of antimicrobial resistance.  

 

"When it comes to bird flu, diverse small-scale poultry farming is the solution, not the problem," 

the international sustainable agriculture organization GRAIN concluded in a 2006 report.  

 

For urban poultry farmers, a more relevant health issue is whether the chickens, which many 

owners consider to be pets, can survive urban wildlife, even in New York City. "It's awful how 

often flocks are decimated by raccoons or hawks or possums," said Owen Taylor, who runs the 

City Farms livestock program, an extension of the sustainable food organization Just Food.   

 

As the backyard chicken movement spreads, urban farmers are finding new ways of experiencing 

city living, whether their chickens are pets or dinner. "Raising chickens on a backyard stoop, 

especially if you have children, is agreeable," Smit said. "How you convince the kids you'll cut 

its neck and eat it is another thing."  

 

Ben Block is a staff writer with the Worldwatch Institute. He can be reached at 

bblock@worldwatch.org. 

 

http://news.ucanr.org/newsstorymain.cfm?story=717
http://news.ucanr.org/newsstorymain.cfm?story=717
http://www.ncifap.org/
http://www.grain.org/front/
http://www.grain.org/briefings/?id=194
http://www.justfood.org/cityfarms/chickens/
http://www.justfood.org/jf/
http://www.worldwatch.org/
mailto:bblock@worldwatch.org
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The New Coop de Ville - Newsweek 

The craze for urban poultry farming. 
by Jessica Bennett  
November 17, 2008  
 

For Brooklyn real-estate agent Maria Mackin, the obsession started five years ago, on a trip to 

Pennsylvania Amish country. She, her husband and three children—now 17, 13 and 11—sat 

down for brunch at a local bed-and-breakfast, and suddenly the chef realized she'd run out of 

eggs. "She said, 'Oh goodness! I'll have to go out to the garden and get some more'," Mackin 

recalls. "She cooked them up and they were delicious." Mackin and her husband, Declan Walsh, 

looked at each other, and it didn't take long for the idea to register: Could we have chickens too? 

They finished their brunch and convinced the bed-and-breakfast owner, a Mennonite celery 

farmer, to sell them four chickens. They packed them in a little nest in the back of their Plymouth 

Voyager minivan and headed back to Brooklyn. 

 

The family has been raising chickens ever since, in the backyard of their brick townhouse in an 

urban waterfront neighborhood called Red Hook. Every Easter, Mackin orders a new round of 

chicks, now from a catalog that ships the newborns in a ventilated box while they are still 

feeding from their yolks. When they are grown, she offers up their eggs—and occasionally extra 

chickens, when she decides she's got too many—to friends and neighbors, and sells a portion to a 

local bistro, which touts the neighborhood poultry on its Web site. She gives the chicken 

manure—a high-quality fertilizer—to a local community garden in exchange for hay, which she 

uses to pad the chickens' wire-fenced coop. Occasionally, she kills and cooks up a chicken for 

dinner—though, she says, her chickens are egg layers and aren't particularly tasty. "We joke and 

call ourselves the Red Hook Poultry Association," says the former social worker, who at one 

time housed 27 chicks inside her kitchen—for six weeks. "Sometimes people are like, 'This is 

really kind of weird'." 

 

As it turns out, Mackin is hardly an anomaly, in New York or any other urban center. Over the 

past few years, urban dwellers driven by the local-food movement, in cities from Seattle to 

Albuquerque, have flocked to the idea of small-scale backyard chicken farming—mostly for 

eggs, not meat—as a way of taking part in home-grown agriculture. This past year alone, grass-

roots organizations in Missoula, Mont.; South Portland, Maine; Ann Arbor, Mich.; and Ft. 

Collins, Colo., have successfully lobbied to overturn city ordinances outlawing backyard poultry 

farming, defined in these cities as egg farming, not slaughter. Ann Arbor now allows residents to 

own up to four chickens (with neighbors' consent), while the other three cities have six-chicken 

limits, subject to various spacing and nuisance regulations. 

 

That quick growth in popularity has some people worried about noise, odor and public health, 

particularly in regard to avian flu. A few years back in Salt Lake City—which does not allow for 

backyard poultry farming—authorities had to impound 47 hens, 34 chicks and 10 eggs from a 

residential home after neighbors complained about incessant clucking and a wretched stench, 

along with wandering chickens and feathers scattered throughout the neighborhood. "The smell 

got to be unbelievable," one neighbor told the local news. Meanwhile, in countries from Thailand 

to Australia, where bird flu has spread in the past, government officials have threatened to ban 

free-range chickens for fear they are contributing to outbreaks. (In British Columbia, where 
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officials estimated earlier this year that there are as many as 8,000 chicken flocks, an avian flu 

outbreak four years forced the slaughter of more than 17 million birds.) 

 

But avian flu has not shown up in wild birds, domestic poultry or people in the United States. 

And, as the Washington-based Worldwatch Institute (an environmental research group) pointed 

out in a report last month, experts including the Pew Commission on Industrial Farm Animal 

Production have said that if we do see it, it'll be more likely to be found in factory-farmed 

poultry than backyard chickens. As GRAIN, an international sustainable agriculture group, 

concluded in a 2006 report: "When it comes to bird flu, diverse small-scale poultry farming is the 

solution, not the problem." 

 

Many urban farmers are taking that motto to heart. In New York, where chickens (but not 

roosters, whose loud crowing can disturb neighbors) are allowed in limitless quantities, there are 

at least 30 community gardens raising them for eggs, and a City Chicken Project run by a local 

nonprofit that aims to educate the community about their benefits. In Madison, Wis., where 

members of a grass-roots chicken movement, the Chicken Underground, successfully overturned 

a residential chicken ban four years ago, there are now 81 registered chicken owners, according 

to the city's animal-services department. "There's definitely a growing movement," says 33-year-

old Rob Ludlow, the Bay Area operator of BackyardChickens.com and the owner of five 

chickens of his own. "A lot of people really do call it an addiction. Chickens are fun, they have a 

lot of personality. I think people are starting to see that they're really easy pets—and they 

actually produce something in return." 

 

Because chickens can be considered both livestock and pet, farming them for eggs—or keeping 

them as pets—is unregulated in major cities like New York and Los Angeles. But it isn't legal 

everywhere. According to one recent examination by urban-agriculture expert Jennifer Blecha, 

just 65 percent of major cities allow chickenkeeping, while 40 percent allow for one or more 

roosters. (Hens don't need roosters to lay unfertilized eggs.) 

 

Chicken slaughter, meanwhile, tends to fall under a separate (and generally stricter) set of 

regulations, though they're not always enforced. Most cities that allow chicken farming limit the 

number to four or six per household, so many urban farmers aren't raising enough chickens to 

slaughter and sell anyway—though they may cook up a meal or two at home. If they want to 

slaughter more, there are mobile slaughterhouses in places like Washington state that will do the 

dirty work for you: USDA-approved refrigerated trucks will pull right up to your doorstep. 

 

Chicken farmers are finding each other on sites like TheCityChicken.com, UrbanChickens.org 

and MadCityChickens.com. BackyardChickens.com logs some 6 million page views each month 

and has some 18,000 members in its forum, where community members share colorful stories 

(giving a chicken CPR), photos (from a California chicken show), even look to each other for 

comfort. "I am worried that non-BYC people won't understand why a 34-year-old woman would 

cry over a $7 chicken," writes a Stockton, N.J., woman, whose chicken was killed by a hawk. 

 

Over at UrbanChickens.org, which launched this year, founder K. T. LaBadie, a master's student 

in community planning, provides updates on city ordinances, info about local chicken-farming 

classes and coop tours and has been contacted by activists hoping to overturn chicken bans 

http://www.thecitychicken.com/
http://www.urbanchickens.org/
http://www.madcitychickens.com/
http://www.backyardchickens.com/
http://www.urbanchickens.org/
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around the nation. In Albuquerque, where she lives with her husband and four chickens—Gloria, 

Switters, Buffy and Omelet—residents can keep 15 chickens and one rooster, subject to noise 

ordinances, as well as slaughter the chickens for food. In July, LaBadie wrote in detail of her first 

killing: she and her husband hung the bird by its legs, slit its throat, plucked its feathers and put it 

on ice. Then they slow-cooked it for 20 hours. "It's not pretty, it's kinda messy, and it's a little 

smelly," she writes. "But it's quite real." 

 

Meanwhile, at MadCityChickens.com, the Web site created by the Madison Chicken 

Underground, chat-line operator Dennis Harrison-Noonan has turned his chicken love into a 

mini-business: he's sold 2,000 design kits for his custom-made playhouse chicken coop, which 

retails for $35. "It's really not that crazy to think that people are doing this," says Owen Taylor, 

the urban livestock coordinator at Just Food, which operates the New York Chicken Project. 

"Most of the world keeps chickens, and they've been doing so for thousands of years." 

 

Historically, he's right. During the first and second world wars, the government even encouraged 

urban farming by way of backyard "Victory Gardens" in an effort to lessen the pressure on the 

public food supply. (Until 1859, there were 50,000 hogs living in Manhattan, according to 

Blecha.) "It's really only been over the last 50 years or so that we've gotten the idea that 

modernity and success and urban spaces don't involve these productive animals," Blecha says. 

 

There are a host of reasons for the growing trend. "Locavores" hope to avoid the carbon 

emissions and energy consumption that come with transporting food. Chicken owners and 

poultry experts say eggs from backyard chickens are tastier and can be more nutritious, with 

higher levels of supplements like omega-3 fatty acids. Their production cost is cheap: you can 

buy chickens for as little as a couple of dollars, and three hens will likely average about two eggs 

a day. You can also use their waste to help revitalize a garden. "There've been recalls on 

everything from beef to spinach, and I think people want to have peace of mind knowing their 

food is coming from a very trusted source," says LaBadie. "As gas prices go up, and people 

realize how food is connected to oil and transportation, they are bound to realize they can get a 

higher quality product cheaper if they get it locally." 

 

Keeping a chicken is relatively easy, too—assuming you don't get too attached. (That's a talk 

Mackin says she had with her kids early: these chickens aren't pets.) They'll eat virtually 

anything—"pork products, string cheese, even Chinese takeout," she laughs—and they feed on 

bugs and pests that can ruin a garden. They can withstand harsh weather conditions. (In one oft-

told tale, a Maine woman lost her chicken in a blizzard and found it, a day later, frozen solid with 

its feet stuck straight in the air. She thawed it and administered CPR. The chicken made a full 

recovery.) And much like New Yorkers, not much bothers chickens grown in urban 

environments. "[Those] raised in a really controlled environment like factory farms are very 

fragile, both physically and emotionally," says Blecha, who lives in St. Paul, Minn., with her 

partner and six chickens. "My chickens, I mow the lawn a foot away from them and they don't 

even look up from their pecking." 

 

But even urban chickens, who can live more than five years, can die easily: from predators like 

dogs or possums, catching a cold or sometimes for no apparent reason at all. Once, one of 

http://www.madcitychickens.com/
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Mackin's chicks got stuck in a glue trap. She drowned it, to put it out of its misery. "That was 

really sad," she says. (Mackin doesn't name her chickens, for that very reason.) 

 

But the overall experience seems to be positive for everyone. "We have people calling weekly to 

say, 'This is really cool'," says Patrick Comfert, a spokesman for Madison's animal-services 

department, where the chicken ban was reversed in 2004. "Chicken people love it, the neighbors 

don't care, we have no complaints." Minneapolis enthusiast Albert Bourgeois sums up the 

appeal. "Chickens are really fun pets," he says. His flock is named Cheney, Condi, Dragon, 

Fannie and Freddie. The next one, he says, will be Obama. 
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APPENDICES 

A – Letter from Jane Leo, Portland Metropolitan Association of Realtors 
and from Nannette Martin, Prudential Real Estate Professionals 
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B – Veterinarian Dr. Emily Gocke-Smith, DVM 

Emily Gocke-Smith, DVM 

2520 Lake Heights Drive 

Billings, MT 59105 

June 14, 2011 

City of Billings Administration 

210 N. 27th St. 

P.O. Box 1178 

Billings, MT  59101 

Billings City Council Members and City Administrators: 

I am writing to ask you to support the proposal to allow urban hens in the city of Billings, MT.  

With the push for local food and as the ―chicken movement‖ moves across the country 

http://www.worldwatch.org/node/5900, Billings unclear legislation needs to be updated.  

Currently 8 of the top 10 cities in Montana (by population) allow hens.   

I am a small animal veterinarian who graduated from Cornell University College of Veterinary 

Medicine in 2002.  As a small animal veterinarian, I spent time in the US Army as a veterinarian 

focusing on animal medicine/surgery, food safety, and public health.   

I currently reside in Billings Heights with my family and plan to reside in this community for a 

long time.  I see the benefits of local sustainable food and know that adding small numbers of 

hens would benefit the community.  I would like to teach my children the responsibility of 

animal care and where food comes from, besides the supermarket.  There is no doubt that 

America‘s food supply is at high risk for agro-terrorism, especially after September 11, 2001.  

When an incident arises, the impact will be much less severe if Americans are more self-

sufficient.   

I am a veterinarian and understand the public‘s concern regarding urban chickens.   Below I will 

address the most prominent public health issues I‘ve come across regarding backyard hens: 

Salmonella – Probably the biggest health risk poultry pose to people is potential spread of the 

bacteria Salmonella. Chickens can carry Salmonella in their digestive tract, and it can be passed 

to their eggs or environment via their feces. Proper precautions to take to prevent salmonellosis 

(the food borne illness called by salmonella) include: 

 

1. Wash your hands after handling poultry, eggs, or their coop. 

 

2. Store clean eggs in the refrigerator (45 degrees Fahrenheit or less). For eggs visibly dirty, 

either dry wash (with sandpaper or abrasive pad until visibly clean) or wet wash and sanitize 

(with water 20 degrees warmer than the egg temperature and with a dilute bleach rinse). 

 

3. Discard eggs that are broken, cracked, or leaking. 

http://www.worldwatch.org/node/5900
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4. Cook eggs completely before consumption. This means until the eggs reach 160 degrees 

Fahrenheit.  

 

Remember, Salmonella is widely found in nature, in the gastrointestinal tracts of mammals, 

reptiles, and birds. Following the above guidelines will greatly reduce or eliminate the risk of 

human Salmonella infection from backyard poultry. (Note – these guidelines will help prevent 

Salmonella infection from potentially infected store-bought eggs as well.) 

 

Avian Influenza – Chickens CAN be infected with and spread Avian Influenza 

http://www.cdc.gov/flu/avian/. However many public health officials argue that if chickens are 

properly maintained, homegrown poultry are not a disease threat. According to the U.S. Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention, there is no need at the present time to remove a backyard 

flock of chickens because of avian influenza concerns.  

 

Birds should be housed in coops with adequate roof cover to protect them from fecal matter that 

may drop from birds flying overhead. Following basic biosecurity principles recommended by 

the USDA 

http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/birdbiosecurity/biosecurity/basicspoultry.htm, such as 

isolating birds from visitors and other birds, avoid sharing tools and equipment with neighbors, 

knowing the warning signs of infectious bird diseases, and reporting sick birds, will greatly 

decrease any risk. 

 

According to the Center for Animal Health and Food Safety at the University of Minnesota, ―If a 

highly pathogenic avian influenza enters the US, backyard poultry raisers will be encouraged to 

implement additional bio-security measures to protect both their birds and themselves. Any 

sudden increase in death loss in backyard poultry should be reported promptly to the state 

veterinarian. Protect yourself by washing your hands thoroughly and changing your shoes and 

clothes after handling chickens so you don‘t bring any disease organisms into your house.‖ 

 

Backyard chickens are less of a concern than factory-farmed poultry which poses serious risk of 

spreading disease from animals to humans, especially with the presence of antimicrobial 

resistance. When it comes to bird flu, some believe that diverse small-scale poultry farming is 

the solution, not the problem. 

 

Another good resource on preventing Avian Influenza infection in backyard flocks is: 

http://www.ces.ncsu.edu/depts/poulsci/tech_manuals/preventing_avian_influenza_backyard.pdf 

 

West Nile Virus – Chickens be infected with West Nile Virus but do not develop the clinical 

disease. Their immune system response is adequate to clear the virus from their bodies. Infected 

poultry cannot directly infect other birds, animals, or humans and cannot act as a reservoir for the 

virus. Several states use sentinel chicken flocks to check for the presence of West Nile Virus. A 

great resource about Poultry and West Nile Virus is 

http://pubs.cas.psu.edu/freepubs/pdfs/un192.pdf 

 

http://pubs.cas.psu.edu/freepubs/pdfs/un192.pdf
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Rabies – Rabies is a viral disease that affects the nervous system of mammals.  

http://www.cdc.gov/healthypets/diseases/rabies.htm   ANY mammal can get rabies – including 

man, dog, cats, cows, horses etc.  Chickens cannot be infected with the rabies virus.   

 

Some argue that allowing small numbers of hens will attract predators (foxes, coyotes, raccoons) 

that can be infected with and transmit rabies.  If not properly protected, any small animal (hen, 

cat, dog, rabbit), garbage, compost pile, and backyard bird feeder could attract predators.  Hens 

that are properly protected (housed in predator-proof coops and exercise yards) and well-cared 

for should not attract additional predators.  Because one of the main reasons for having hens is to 

procure eggs, it is in the owner‘s best interest to protect the flock.  It‘s not logical to think small 

numbers of birds here or there in backyards would significantly impact the predator population 

when there is already such an abundance of available food already (pet food outside, small 

animals, garbage, compost, bird feeders etc.).   

 

I think that this is an important issue and I hope you do as well.  Please don‘t hesitate to contact 

me with any questions or concerns.  

Thank you for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Emily Gocke-Smith, DVM 

egocke@hotmail.com 

406-794-7281 

mailto:egocke@hotmail.com
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C – Letter from OSU Extension Poultry Service 
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D – Methane Gas 
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E – Letters from Various Governmental Officials 
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From: Diane Brady [mailto:Diane.Brady@mesaaz.gov]  

Sent: Thursday, July 14, 2011 2:00 PM 
To: bufo@bresnan.net 

Cc: Jennifer Hedges; Andrea Arenas; Natalie Lewis 
Subject: FW: backyard chicken information 

Thank you for your inquiry about urban chickens.  In these hard economic times and “go green” 

environment, there has been a definite increase in the number of people who want to raise their own 
food.   

 
Mesa, AZ is a city of approximately 450,000 people but chickens have been allowed in our city since 

ordinances were established way back in the 1950’s.  Here is a link to our ordinances for further details, 
http://mesaaz.gov/clerk/CodeBook/CodeinPDF/T8/T8Ch6.pdf under MCC 8-6-21.  I will be glad to answer 
your questions: 

 

1 - When did your city implement urban chickens?  Chickens have always been allowed in city 

limits of Mesa, ordinance was instituted back in the 1950’s. 
2 - Has it been a problem?  We do have the occasional complaint about distance requirements, 

unsanitary premises, chickens running loose, etc.  but the complaints are minimal.  In 2010, 
we had probably less than 50 complaints about chickens specifically in nearly 8000 calls for 

service. 

3 - Have you had many incidents of loose chickens in neighborhoods, chickens turned out into parks, or 
noise/smell reports?  Yes, we do have incidents/complaints of chickens running loose and 

chickens running “feral” where they have been abandoned or are “rogue” chickens; this 
amounts to probably less than 20 calls for service per year.  Mesa Animal Control does not 

pursue loose chickens and we do not impound any chickens.  We do respond on unsanitary 
premises (MCC 8-6-28) due to premises being offensive to sight or smell, and some of those 

are due to complaints about chickens.  Those calls, too, are minimal.  The biggest complaint 

about chickens has to do with roosters crowing, causing a noise disturbance (MCC 6-12-2D).  
If you are going to allow only female chickens (hens) as mentioned in your link, that 

problem would be near non-existent. 
4 - Would you say it was beneficial, harmful, or no issue at all with your city?  I have been with Mesa 

Animal Control for nearly 20 years and I would say that chickens are not a big issue for 

residents or the Animal Control unit.   

5 - Any other comments?  Roosters crowing is the biggest problem, in regards to the noise 

disturbance.  We also have the occasional complaint about cockfighting or raising roosters 
for fighting, which is a violation of Animal Cruelty laws.  I feel that our distance 

requirements of 75’ (coop) and 40’ (fence/enclosure) from the neighbor’s house allows for 
more space and less chance of complaints, 20’ might create some complaints.   

If you have any more questions, please do not hesitate to ask.  Thank you. 

Diane Brady 
Animal Control Supervisor 

Mesa Animal Control 
480-644-2044 

480-644-4994 fax 
 

http://mesaaz.gov/clerk/CodeBook/CodeinPDF/T8/T8Ch6.pdf%20under%20MCC%208-6-21
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6:46 PM  

Cut Bank Animal Shelter 

To Tina Gauthier, colt_pony@hotmail.com, T Joy Stevens-Billings 

From: Cut Bank Animal Shelter (cutbankanimalshelter@hotmail.com) 

Sent: Fri 7/29/11 6:46 PM 

To:  Tina Gauthier (quailwings@gmail.com); colt_pony@hotmail.com; T Joy Stevens-Billings 

(joystevens1@bresnan.net) 

  
Hello TJ and Joy, 

  

Thank you for writing about the Backyard Hen Initiative. The City of Cut Bank has an Ordinance/Code (below) that 

deals with chickens. I have been an officer in Cut Bank since 1966 with 20+ years as the Chief of Police (retired) 

and still a reserve officer and Animal Control Officer. Through the years, chickens have been allowed in the city 

limits. We ask that the individual who wants to have chickens in their yard contact all of their neighbors, clean their 

yard daily, and disperse a few eggs to their neighbors on occasion to keep up the good spirits. Rooster have not been 

allowed, because of crowing. To date, I am not aware of any chickens within the city limits. I was asked at a dog 

obedience class that I taught this spring about having chickens in town, but I have not seen any as I patrol. There are 

restrictions listed in the ordinance about fowl not trespassing on another person‘s property or being on the streets, 

avenues or boulevards only. 

 

6-3B-2: DOMESTIC FOWL RESTRICTED:  

 

It shall be unlawful for the owner or keeper of any domestic fowl, such as turkeys, ducks, geese, or chickens, to 

permit such fowl to trespass upon the premises of another or upon any of the streets, avenues or boulevards within 

the city. Such owner or keeper, if permitting said fowl to so trespass, shall, on conviction, be fined in any sum not 

exceeding one hundred dollars ($100.00). (Ord. 7.08) 

  

I hope that this has answered your questions. If you would like to talk with me, I can be reached at 406-391-2273. 

  

Joe 

  

Joseph Gauthier  

ACO 

  

Tina 

 Tina Gauthier  

Special Services Officer (SSO) 
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F – Local Letters of Support 
 

TO: THE BILLINGS CITY COUNCIL 

FROM: YELLOWSTONE VALLEY CITIZENS COUNCIL 

RE: BACKYARD HENS 

 

Yellowstone Valley Citizens Council (YVCC), an affiliate of Northern Plain Resource Council, has supported the 

re-development of our local food economy for several years now.  The advantages we see in consuming foods 

grown locally include food freshness, using less resources for transportation, building the local economy, the 

opportunity for a real connection between producer and consumer, and food security with shorter supply chains and 

numerous smaller producers. 

 

The most local food a citizen of Billings can consume is from their own backyards from gardens and from hens.  

The last two years YVCC has been helping schools install vegetable gardens to help foster future gardeners.  We 

also support legalizing hens for Billings residents. 

 

There are many reasons to allow hens in an urban setting: 

 There is nothing as fresh as an egg laid the very day you collect it. 

 Children see in the real world where their food comes from. 

 Hens live a safer, better life than in cages at a factory egg farm. 

 Food scraps are converted to eggs, not garbage. 

 Chicken manure can be composted to improve soil. 

 Friendly, gentle chickens make good companions. 

 Purchase of supplies for the hens supports the local economy. 

 Chickens are an easy, inexpensive, maintainable way to have fresh food (hens can live many years). 

 Many cities and towns across the U.S. and in Montana already allow urban chickens. 

 

There are very few reasons a person could find for not allowing the reasonable number of hens (up to 6) being 

requested by the Billings Backyard Hen Initiative (BBHI).  Hens are not noisy (roosters are being excluded in the 

city), they are gentle and friendly, and the BBHI has intelligent plans for unwanted hens and/or manure. 

 

We strongly urge the Billings City Council to change the existing regulations to allow up to 6 hens with no roosters 

responsibly penned and cared for. 

 

 

      Sincerely, 

 

 
      Paul Miller 

      Chair, Yellowstone Valley Citizens Council 

 

 



 

 

42 

August 4, 2011 

 

Re: Billings Backyard Hen Initiative 

 

Dear TJ: 

 

I welcome the opportunity to write in support of the Billings Backyard Hen Initiative that you and others are 

working diligently to get passed by City Council. 

 

Both personally and professionally, I am involved with sustainability issues concerning building design, urban 

design, and transportation on a daily basis.  Enhancing the opportunities for ―Urban Agriculture‖ supports those 

goals on multiple levels. 

 

Backyard hens are on par with backyard gardens for ecologically friendly, sustainable sources with the added benefit 

of producing longer in the year here in Montana.  They keep the need for pesticides and herbicides to a minimum, 

encourage the use of organic fertilizers (as well as provide such), and by nature of their ability to eat nine pounds of 

food residuals (garden and yard trimmings, leftovers, vegetable peels, etc.) per hen, per month, do much to keep bio-

mass from the landfills – resulting in fewer greenhouse gas emissions.  Additionally, the fact of their extreme 

―local‖ designation means fewer transportation miles to bring food to the table.  This all benefits the hen owners, the 

City (less bio-mass in the landfill), fishermen (less pesticides and herbicides to run off into the rivers and impact 

aquatic life), and even neighbors (again, less chemicals in the air and ground mean a healthier life for all of us, 

especially children, and adults with compromised immune systems/chemical sensitivity). 

 

I understand the Backyard Hen Initiative has implemented two programs to deal with potential problems – the 

Chicken Relocation Program (to handle unwanted, extra chickens and/or roosters) and a Compost Relocation 

Program (turning coop scooping into compost by way of gardeners, master gardeners, community gardens, etc.).  

Further, you have met with the Yellowstone Valley Animal Shelter and they are in support of what you are doing.  

The proposed ordinance wording (no roosters, maximum of six hens, kept in a clean, enclosed, and predator-proof 

coop) should prevent almost all other issues that may arise. 

 

I applaud your efforts and look forward to your success.  Please let me know if I can help in any other way. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Randy Hafer 

631 N. 26
th

 Street 

Billings, MT  59101 
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Thank you for your consideration! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Billings Backyard Hen Initiative 

TJ Wierenga, Chairperson 

 

http://BillingsBackyardHens.wordpress.com 

 

http://MagicCityHens.wordpress.com 

 

 

 
 

http://billingsbackyardhens.wordpress.com/
http://magiccityhens.wordpress.com/

