Balking at Bocking:  

Urban Chicken Policy in Canada
Prepared By Jacqueline Jolliffe 

For Andrew McKann

Instructor SL-CSSL26

And JustFood Ottawa

 Introduction
The humble Gallus gallus has been the avian starlet of the media for 2009.  She has been the focus of local and national new stories in Waterloo, Halifax and Vancouver and has even been the subject of a television feature on CBC News Sunday.  The proverbial fox in the henhouse of municipal bylaw has been the flock of urban chicken activists across the country, standing up for the right to keep egg-laying hens in their backyards. 

While this issue may seem trivial – and nearly impossible not to pun about – urban hen husbandry plays an essential role in the creation of sustainable local food systems. Municipal bylaws are frequently standing in the way of people keeping backyard flocks.

In this paper, I will briefly outline the value of backyard chickens, the opposition to and concerns about backyard chickens, and then give an overview of the policies of cities that allow backyard flocks.  While there are some American sources, the bulk of the policy examined is from Canadian examples, and much of it is gleaned directly from bylaws and from conversations with urban hen activists across the country.  There is a comparison of policy in chart form in Appendix A as well as the more in-depth written discussion in this paper.  Finally, a short examination of the situation in the City of Ottawa wraps up the paper as a stepping-stone for developing and recommending local chicken policy to Ottawa City Council.  

Why Keep Backyard Chickens? 

The question of community food security still occupies limited discussion space in urban policy decision-making.  However, the rise in food prices in 2008 and 2009 as well as growing concerns about food safety have led to an increased interest in citizens having more control over their food supply.  This has led to a rise in community and urban gardening as well as a number of activist and non-governmental groups to support this passion. 

There is a need for city councils to get involved or stay involved in the promotion of community food sources to address these concerns.  In the United States, “the average American community produces just five percent of the food its citizens consume” (Roberts, 2008, p.308). According to Jane Sterk, leader of the B.C. Green Party, 85% of Vancouver Island’s food was produced locally 25 years ago, now it’s only 10% (Sare, 2008).  It is likely that these figures are similar for the rest of Canada, which means that in the case of a transportation or distribution system breakdown, people are unlikely to have sources of food accessible to them.  Keeping backyard chickens is a real solution to the question of accessible protein.

There are other reasons for keeping backyard chickens as well.  The following list is compiled from the Waterloo Hen Association, Urban Chicken Underground, and the Calgary Liberated Urban Chicken Klub. 

· Chickens can provide healthy, pesticide-free eggs.

· Reduction of weekly food bills.

· Reduction of greenhouse gases through reduction in food transport costs.

· Chickens consume kitchen waste, reducing municipal waste problems.

· Chickens produce great compost for the garden.

· Chickens are a great way to teach kids about food sources – hands-on.

· Chickens make great pets.

· The path to global environmental sustainability begins with local initiatives and urban chickens are one of those.

· Chickens kept in backyards are generally living in much more humane conditions than their battery cage industrial chicken counterparts. (Sales, 2008)

Both historically and internationally, chickens are or have been a normal part of urban living.  Citizens want access to safe and healthy food and many are realizing the importance of being more involved in their own food production.  Municipalities need to examine food production in their region and foodshed as the supply chains get more complicated, oil price volatility continues, and there is greater public concern regarding greenhouse gas emissions and environmental sustainability. Urban chicken production can be a part of the solution to these problems. 

Concerns about backyard flocks

While there are many benefits to urban chicken, there are legitimate concerns as well. In Vancouver’s recent decision to develop a policy, some of the major concerns that will be addressed are the increase in possible spread of avian flu, the possibility of cruelty and mistreatment of chickens brought up by the Vancouver SPCA and, predictably, the opposition of commercial chicken farmers  (Hutchinson, 2009).  In Toronto, the chicken ban has been in effect since 1983; concerns have included noise, cleanliness and keeping the farm outside the city (Scrivener, 2008).   The main issue in the impounding and removal of Louise Hanavan’s backyard chickens in Halifax was a neighbour’s complaint about rats (Hanavan, 2009).  Bylaw control may also place a burden on animal control officers.  As chickens die, there is also a concern about the disposal of the bodies.  Another question is that of “chickens-at-large,” and where chickens can be kept on the property and in what type of housing.

A final issue is the perception that property values will decrease around urban hen keepers. Some of these issues are clearly perception based.  Kamloops urban chicken activist Bonnie Klohn said that while there was a great concern about property values decreasing in Kamloops, real estate agents in Victoria told her that there was no impact whatsoever  (Klohn, 2009).

While there are some region-specific issues related to climate and local differences, many of the concerns are common across North America and have been addressed through policy. The following section provides an overview of these policies. 

Urban Chicken Policy: An Overview

There has recently been a surge in the number of municipalities across North America that are changing their bylaws to address the keeping of urban chickens.  Waterloo voted on a bylaw designed to allow the keeping of urban hens, which was formerly absent in their municipal policy, but the proposal did not pass.  People who are already keeping urban chickens are allowed to continue under a grandfather clause.  The bylaw as it was written is included here as an example.  Burnaby, BC decided on April 6, 2009 to develop a report on urban chickens. Vancouver is as well.

Permits

Permits allow municipalities to monitor and control chicken keepers, which can simplify bylaw enforcement and cover costs for monitoring.  Permitting can also be a good interim measure in the process of introducing urban hens.  There are not many municipalities that require permits.  Longmont, Colorado (population 85,000), is allowing only 50 households to have chickens “so as not to overwhelm animal control bylaw officers.” (Urban Chicken Underground) The 50 permits were gone by 11 am.  Waterloo is also developing a permitting system for chicken keepers.  Madison, Wisconsin also requires a $10 permit; Denver, Colorado requires chicken keepers to have a $50 permit (The City Chicken).  

Lot Requirements

There are three main areas in the bylaws regarding lot requirements: the size of the lot, the distance from other buildings and the impact that chickens can have on the neighbours.

Many cities have bylaws regarding the amount of area required for a household to keep chickens.  Burnaby requires lots to be at least an acre in size, which severely limits the number of households that are able to keep chickens  as very few city lots have one acre lots, even in the suburbs (Toronto Chicken).  Kamloops also permits up to thirty chickens on lots up to an acre in size, but zero chickens on smaller lots (Klohn, 2009).

Of the cities that allow urban chickens, more typical are the requirements of Niagara Falls, which requires a yard size of 30m x 12m (approximately 100’ x 40’) and Richmond, which requires a lot size of at least a half-acre  (Vancouver Social Planning Council, 2009). Victoria, has no regulation on this, as chickens are excluded from the definition of farm animal and included generally in the animal control bylaw but do no have any specific regulations about their upkeep (Chandler, 2009). Esquimault, BC allows any property that is zoned single family residential to keep chickens (City of Esquimault, 2009). 

Other bylaw requirements regarding lots include the distance of the coop from other buildings and from other lots.  Many municipalities do not include this as a requirement; Waterloo’s rejected bylaw did – setting coops at least 15m away from a church or school and 3m from other lots (City of Waterloo). Guelph requires similar distances (Toronto Chickens) as does London’s grandfathered bylaw. Niagara Falls’ regulations state that coops must be 7.6 m from the rear property line and 4.6 m from the side property line (Scrivener, 2008).

The final area of lot requirements pertains to the location in the yard that chicken coops can be located.  Waterloo and Niagara Falls both require that coops be kept in the backyard and Esquimault, BC requires that coops be either in the backyard or in the front yard setback.  Esquimault co-introduced a zoning bylaw with the changes to the animal control bylaw in order to facilitate the building of coops (Latham, 2009).  

Sanitation and Health

These requirements are put in place to address the concerns of waste, odour, rodents and the spread of disease.  The involvement of Public Health Agencies involvement with the development of policy has taken place in Waterloo (Bailey-Dick).  

Waterloo’s Public Health Association conducted an in-depth examination the issue of avian flu – one that comes up frequently in discussions of backyard flocks. This resulted in the inclusion in the bylaw of Article D section 13, instructing chicken owners to take diseased birds to a veterinarian, and if the disease is communicable, report it to the Regional Medical Officer of Health (City of Waterloo, p. 171).  The spread of avian flu from wild to domestic birds, and the role of small flocks of domestic birds, are still unclear. “There is some evidence suggesting that the sources and spread of new strains of avian influenza are more strongly related to large-scale chicken and human activity as opposed to the conventional school of thought that blames small-scale production, live markets and wild fowl” (Young, 2008).  

Another area for discussion is that which caused Louise Hanavan’s neighbour to get upset- the matter of rats.  Anytime there is an open, outdoor food source in an urban setting, there is a potential problem with rats and mice as well as predators such as foxes and raccoons.  These problems can be addressed through technology and good animal husbandry practices, such as sinking the base of the coop into the soil and keeping food in rodent proof containers as specified in the bylaws of Brampton and London (Toronto Chickens).  
Fecal matter and soiled bedding must be dealt with in 24 hours under the bylaw in Seattle but many cities are not as prescriptive, requiring only that there is “no escape of offensive odours” (Toronto Chickens) in New York or that waste be kept in air tight containers or adequately buried in London and Brampton.  Most people who keep hens clean out and bury the fecal matter into the compost.  Some US cities require that fecal matter be disposed of in the municipal trash (The City Chicken) but this definitely undermines the role chickens can play in increasing household sustainability through effective nutrient cycling. 
Treatment of Animals

Part of the rationale for keeping backyard hens is to have fewer hens in battery egg operations that are so well described elsewhere.  Ensuring that chickens are well cared for is key in the development of policy. The Vancouver SPCA was against the keeping of backyard hens due to concerns about the treatment of the animals (Hutchinson, 2009).  Bylaws to address these issues are generally focused on coop space per hen and construction of coops to minimize environmental exposure. Guelph specifies that “coops must be kept free from standing water” (Toronto Chickens) while Esquimault legislates 4000 cm2 of coop space per hen (City of Esquimault), more than double the “the Canadian Agri-Food Research Council’s recommendations for commercial indoor free-range adult brown-egg birds of 1900 cm2 per layer” (Young, 2008).
The majority of bylaws specify that hens must be kept only for the production of eggs, and not for the production of meat.  This is important as there are different breeds of birds kept for eggs and kept for meat, and the feeding and raising of these hens is very different. New York and Esquimault specify that slaughter is not permitted in the city (Toronto Chickens, City of Esquimault), and Waterloo and Niagara Falls both outline the need for disposal of bodies within 24 hours.   

Waterloo’s bylaw enforcement officers as well as their Humane Society did not see bringing in small-scale chicken farming as being a large burden to either organization (City of Waterloo, p.153).   Marie Latham, who fields all the calls for the enforcement officers of Esquimault, told me that there hadn’t been a complaint in 18 years about chickens (Latham, 2009).  
Noise Control

Chickens are quiet compared to other city animals like dogs and cats, unless there are many of them. Most cities bylaws include limits on the numbers of chickens in part for this reason.  Very few municipalities permit roosters due to the noise.  

The Situation in Ottawa
Ottawa’s bylaw is quite explicit: chickens are livestock, and livestock are only permitted in specific agricultural areas of the city (City of Ottawa). These areas include the Experimental Farm, the University of Ottawa and Carleton University as well as a few government and private stables.  The bylaw is explicit and would need to be changed to permit urban hens. 


There has been some media in Ottawa about the issue of urban hens.  The Glebe Community Association discussed it and came out in favour of pursuing the issue at their January 27, 2009 meeting with the motion that “The GCA asks the City to investigate the issue of small flocks of laying chickens in the urban area” (Glebe Community Association, 2009).  Clive Doucette, their city councillor, is also in favour of pursuing this. Sustainable Living Ottawa East would also likely be in favour of a policy, as would the Hintonburg Community Association, although to my knowledge, neither has discussed it in meetings.  Yavar Hameed, a lawyer in the civil rights law firm of Hameed, Farrokhzad, Brousseau and Elgazzar, has indicated an interest in offering legal counsel for Ottawa urban chicken activists if needed (personal communication).  Across the river, the City of Gatineau does not permit chickens on city lots smaller than two acres in size (City of Gatineau, 2005).

Playing chicken:  activists cross the road

Although Halifax town council recently rejected the keeping of urban hens based on a short report (City of Halifax), this decision is being challenged by a citizen’s group that is doing a great deal of research in response to the report (Hanavan, 2009).

Toronto is also working on policy that will be introduced in the coming months. It is supported by a petition at www.torontochickens.com that has 900 online signatures and 300 paper signatures.   This policy has the support many councillors and is part of Green Toronto and Toronto’s Local Food Package, which will be presented this spring (Darlene, 2009). 

In Kamloops, activists “had proposed a pilot project to the city, asking them to let forty families throughout Kamloops keep three hens for six months, so we could do public education/awareness about what that really represents” (Klohn, 2009) but town council voted down the pilot project.  The activists are planning a return to town council to have the bylaw changed. 

Interesting chicken activism with a southern flair takes place in Atlanta, Georgia where the “Chicken Whisperer” is organizing a “chicken stimulus package” on Easter weekend, with a giveaway of two chicks and a starter kit as well as monthly “Let’s talk chicken, over chicken” meetings for backyard flock owners (Atlanta Chicken Meet-Up Group).  

There are more towns and cities in the US who are developing chicken policy as well – it seems to start with individual activists, and is truly grassroots, yes in my backyard activism.   

Conclusion
The issue of urban chicken keeping is definitely a hot topic right now, and local food activists are working across the country to create local change in response to global issues of food security and safety.  Localizing food production reconnects people with the natural world in their urban environments and can prove as valuable source of education as it is of food.  Many cities have had very successful experiences with urban hens – from large cities Like New York City and Chicago, where chickens have always been permitted, to small towns throughout the United States and Canada.

It is my hope that this paper can prove a useful resource to groups and individuals working with municipalities in order to develop urban chicken policy that can lead to healthy, happy lives for Gallus gallus and their Homo sapiens caretakers. 

Appendix A: Comparative Chart of Urban Chicken Bylaws 
	Municipality and Bylaw
	Number of chickens
	Lot requirements
	Refuse
	Other
	Local Contact

	Brampton

(261-93) 


	No more than 2
	“A building structure, coop, pen or run” 

No specification for size 

8m from other building, 2m from property boundary 


	Buried or in air tight containers 

till removed 


	Feed in rodent proof containers
	

	Guelph 

(“Exotic and Non- 

domestic 

Animals”) 

(1985)-11952 


	Unspecified
	At least 50’ from any school, church or 

dwelling house of others 


	
	“Kept in pens, with floors kept free from standing water” 

Regularly cleaned and disinfected 


	Farm

Start

	Victoria

No bylaw exists; urban agriculture resolution in place
	No regulations 
	No regulations
	
	
	Sonya Chandler

	Burnaby
	Under discussion-approaching city hall April 6. 
	An acre
	
	
	

	London Ontario

Public Health bylaw PH-3
	Keeping of domestic fowl grandfathered into bylaw, prohibited as of 2007
	15 m from any church, school or dwelling of anyone other than the poultry keeper
	Waste must be kept in airtight containers
	Rodent proof containers for food
(This bylaw has been grandfathered-no new chicken keeping has been permitted since 2007)
	

	Halifax
	Under discussion


	
	
	
	Louise Hanavan

	Kamloops
	Under investigation

30 hens, no roosters
	At least an acre
	
	
	Bonnie Klohn

	Esquimault

Zoning Bylaw, 1992, No. 2050, Amendment Bylaw 

[No. 181], 2008, No. 2694 

· Animal Bylaw, 2002, No. 2495, Amendment Bylaw 

[No. 1], 2008, No. 2692
	Animal control bylaw- no more than 4
	Any property zoned for single family dwelling

Minimum enclosed area of 0.4m2 per hen
	Structures kept clean, rodent free and odour free

Structures in the front yard setback must be hidden from sight
	No slaughter on property

Any diseased animal killed and destroyed


	

	Waterloo

Voting on bylaw April 6, 2009
	$25 licensing fee

10 chicken limit 
	15m from school or church.

3m from lot line

6m from flankage line

In the rear yard, detached from the house


	Suitably enclosed coops or pens

Bodies disposed of within 24 hours
	Food supply protected from vermin
	Matthew Bailey Dick, Waterloo Hen Association

	Niagara Falls
	No roosters

10 chicken limit 
	Chickens cannot be at large

Coops must be in the rear yard

Yards of 30x12m
	Fully enclosed structures, with proper ventilation, adequate space and effective containment
	Dead chickens must be properly disposed of in 24 hours.

Proper disposal of feces.


	

	Gatineau

183-2005


	
	2 acres minimum
	Enclosed yard
	
	

	Vancouver
	Specific regulations under discussion
	
	
	
	Social Planning Council

	Chicago 

(Ch 7-12) 


	Unspecified
	“keep restraint” 

“sanitary shelter” 

(under “Cruelty to animals”) 


	
	Dead animals can be buried if less than 150lbs. 


	

	New York City 

(Title 24, Article 

161) 


	Unspecified 
No rooster 

Permit required for 

keeping poultry for 

sale 


	“In coops and runaways” 

Coops shall be kept clean 

“Maintained so as not to become a 

nuisance” 


	No “escape of offensive odors”
	No slaughter 


	

	Seattle 

(Title 23, Subtitle 

III, Div.2, Ch 

42-052) 


	Up to 3 (more in 

larger lots)
	Standard lot size (5000 sq. foot), 1 extra chicken per 1000 sq. foot. 

“sanitary condition” (under “offenses 

relating to cruelty” 


	Feces must not be accumulated 

more than 24 hours. (under 

“offenses relating to safety and 

sanitation”) 


	No slaughter 
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