
how to save money on chicken feed
how to save money on chicken feed is a primary concern for backyard chicken
keepers and commercial poultry farmers alike. The cost of feed represents a
significant portion of the overall expense in raising chickens, and finding
ways to reduce this expenditure can greatly impact profitability and the
sustainability of your flock. This comprehensive guide explores various
strategies, from optimizing feed choices and bulk purchasing to supplementing
diets with homegrown options and reducing waste. We will delve into
understanding your chickens' nutritional needs, the benefits of scratch
grains, the role of protein, and practical tips for minimizing spoilage and
maximizing value. By implementing these methods, you can ensure your flock
receives optimal nutrition while keeping your feed budget in check.
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Understanding Your Flock's Nutritional Needs

Before you can effectively save money on chicken feed, it's crucial to
understand the specific nutritional requirements of your flock. Different
breeds, ages, and production stages have varying needs. For instance, chicks
require a high-protein starter feed (around 20-24% protein) to support rapid
growth, while laying hens need a maintenance or layer feed (around 16-18%
protein) to sustain egg production. Pullets, which are young hens not yet
laying, have different protein and calcium requirements than mature hens.

Overfeeding or providing feed with unnecessarily high nutritional content for
a specific stage can lead to wasted resources and potential health issues.
Conversely, underfeeding or using a feed with insufficient nutrients can
result in poor growth, reduced egg production, weak shells, and increased
susceptibility to disease. Educating yourself on the optimal protein,
calcium, phosphorus, and vitamin levels for your specific flock is the
foundational step in making cost-effective feed decisions.

Age-Specific Nutritional Requirements

Chicks, from day one to about six to eight weeks, are in a critical growth



phase. They need a finely ground, nutrient-dense starter feed, often
medicated to prevent common diseases like coccidiosis. This feed is typically
high in protein. Once they transition out of the starter phase, they move to
a grower feed. This feed has a slightly lower protein content than the
starter but is still formulated for growth. As hens approach laying age
(around 18-20 weeks), their needs shift again towards a layer feed, which is
fortified with calcium and phosphorus essential for strong eggshells.

Production Stage and Breed Considerations

Laying hens are the most common type of chicken kept for backyard flocks, and
their feed demands are significant. The energy and nutrient requirements of a
hen can fluctuate based on her laying rate, the ambient temperature, and her
breed. Some breeds are voracious eaters, while others are more efficient.
Similarly, meat birds, like broilers, have a completely different feed
profile, emphasizing rapid weight gain with high protein and energy levels.
Understanding these nuances prevents overspending on inappropriate feed
formulations.

Strategic Feed Purchasing and Storage

The way you purchase and store your chicken feed can significantly impact
your expenses. Buying in bulk is often one of the most effective ways to
lower the per-pound cost of feed. Many feed suppliers offer discounts for
larger quantities, and this can be a substantial saving over time, provided
you can properly store the feed.

However, bulk purchasing is only cost-effective if you can use the feed
before it degrades. Proper storage is paramount to prevent spoilage, pest
infestation, and nutrient loss. A damp or warm environment can lead to mold,
which is harmful to chickens and can render the feed unusable. Similarly,
pests like rodents and insects can contaminate the feed and reduce its
quantity.

Buying in Bulk

When considering bulk purchases, think about the capacity of your storage
space and the consumption rate of your flock. A small flock might not be able
to go through a very large bag before it loses freshness, making smaller,
more frequent purchases a better option. For larger flocks, investing in
larger feed bins and buying in quantities of 500 pounds or more can lead to
considerable savings per bag. Always compare prices from different suppliers,
including local feed stores, agricultural co-ops, and online retailers.



Proper Feed Storage Techniques

The best way to store chicken feed is in airtight containers that are rodent-
proof and moisture-resistant. Galvanized steel bins are excellent choices.
Store feed in a cool, dry, and dark place. Avoid storing feed directly on the
ground, as this can attract pests and moisture. Regularly inspect your stored
feed for signs of spoilage, mold, or pest activity. If you notice any issues,
it's often best to discard the affected feed to prevent illness in your
flock.

Supplementing the Diet Wisely

While commercial feed provides a balanced diet, judiciously supplementing
your chickens' feed can offer both nutritional benefits and cost savings.
However, it's vital to approach supplementation with caution, as over-
supplementing can lead to an unbalanced diet and increased costs. The key is
to use scraps and garden additions as supplements, not as primary feed
sources.

Think of these as "treats" or additions that can round out their diet and
provide extra vitamins, minerals, and protein. The goal is to use what you
have readily available or can grow affordably to reduce the reliance on
expensive commercial feed.

Kitchen Scraps and Garden Produce

Many common kitchen scraps are perfectly safe and even beneficial for
chickens. Vegetable peels, leafy greens, fruit scraps (minus citrus in large
quantities), cooked grains, and plain cooked pasta or rice can be offered in
moderation. These provide essential vitamins, minerals, and fiber. Your
garden can also be a valuable source of supplemental nutrition. Growing
nutrient-rich plants like kale, spinach, sunflowers, and various herbs can
provide a cost-effective and healthy addition to their diet.

The Role of Protein Supplements

Protein is often the most expensive component of chicken feed. If your
flock's protein needs are not being met by their base feed, or if you are
feeding a lower-protein maintenance ration to younger birds, you might
consider protein supplements. However, for laying hens, their layer feed
should already contain adequate protein. For chicks or growers, if
supplementing, focus on natural, cost-effective protein sources. Mealworms



(dried or live), crickets, or even certain types of legumes (cooked properly)
can be good options. Always research the safety and nutritional value of any
supplement before offering it to your flock.

Reducing Feed Waste

A surprisingly large amount of money can be saved simply by minimizing the
amount of feed that goes uneaten or is otherwise wasted. Chickens can be
messy eaters, and their feeders can be subject to environmental factors that
contribute to loss. Implementing strategies to keep feed in the feeder and
available to your birds is a direct way to cut costs.

Consider the design of your feeders, the feeding environment, and your
chickens' eating habits. Even small adjustments can make a noticeable
difference in how efficiently your feed is consumed by your flock.

Choosing the Right Feeder

The type of feeder you use plays a crucial role in reducing waste.
Traditional open trough feeders can be prone to significant spillage,
especially if birds scratch at them or if there is wind. Hanging feeders or
feeders with protective rims are generally more efficient as they limit
access to the feed and prevent it from being easily scattered. Treadle
feeders, which open only when a chicken steps on a platform, can also reduce
waste and deter pests.

Minimizing Spillage and Contamination

Ensure feeders are appropriately sized for your flock and are placed in a way
that discourages scratching and roosting directly over them. Clean feeders
regularly to prevent the buildup of old feed, which can become rancid or
moldy, leading to spoilage and potentially making your birds reluctant to
eat. If you notice a lot of feed ending up on the ground, consider adjusting
the feeder height or type. Protecting feeders from rain and direct sun can
also prevent spoilage and keep the feed fresher for longer.

Making Your Own Feed Ratios

For the more experienced and adventurous chicken keeper, formulating your own
feed mix can offer substantial savings. This involves understanding the
nutritional breakdown of various grains and supplements and creating a



balanced ration tailored to your flock's needs. This method requires a
significant amount of research, precision, and access to ingredients.

It's essential to acknowledge that creating a balanced feed is complex.
Imbalances can lead to serious health problems. Therefore, this approach is
best suited for those who are willing to invest the time in learning and are
confident in their ability to measure and mix ingredients accurately.
Consulting with poultry nutritionists or experienced flock owners who
practice this can be invaluable.

Understanding Grain Components

The base of most chicken feeds consists of grains like corn, wheat, oats, and
barley. Each grain offers different levels of carbohydrates, protein, and
fiber. Corn is often a significant component for energy, while wheat and oats
provide protein and fiber. Understanding the protein content of each grain is
key. For example, whole wheat typically has around 12-15% protein, while corn
is around 8-10%. Mixing these in appropriate ratios can start to build a more
cost-effective base.

Balancing Protein, Calcium, and Other Nutrients

Once you have a grain base, you need to supplement it to meet the specific
nutritional requirements of your flock. This is where ingredients like
soybean meal (a good protein source), fish meal, alfalfa meal, and mineral
supplements like oyster shell (for calcium) come into play. For example, to
increase the protein content of a grain mix, you would add a higher-protein
ingredient. Similarly, to ensure adequate calcium for laying hens, you'd add
oyster shell. This process of calculating and adding ingredients to achieve a
specific nutritional profile requires careful planning and accurate
measurement to avoid deficiencies or excesses.

The Role of Protein in Chicken Feed Costs

Protein is undeniably one of the most expensive components of commercial
chicken feed, and consequently, a primary driver of overall feed costs. As
previously mentioned, different life stages and production goals demand
varying protein levels. Chicks require the highest protein content for
growth, while laying hens need sufficient protein to produce eggs, though
typically less than a growing chick. Understanding this protein hierarchy is
key to strategic feeding and cost management.

The price of protein sources can fluctuate based on market conditions. For



instance, the cost of soybean meal, a common protein additive, can be
influenced by global agricultural trends. Therefore, staying informed about
these market dynamics can help you anticipate and potentially mitigate rising
feed costs.

Protein Needs for Different Life Stages

As detailed earlier, chicks up to 6-8 weeks need 20-24% protein. Grower feed
for young pullets typically drops to around 16-18% protein. Laying hens
require 16-18% protein for egg production. Meat birds will have even higher
protein requirements for rapid muscle development. If you are feeding a high-
quality layer feed, it should already be formulated to meet the protein needs
of your hens. Supplementing protein unnecessarily to a flock already on a
balanced layer ration is a common and costly mistake.

Cost-Effective Protein Sources

When considering supplemental protein, look for affordable and readily
available options. Dried or live mealworms are a popular choice, offering a
good protein boost. Black soldier fly larvae (BSFL) are increasingly
recognized as a sustainable and nutritious option, often providing higher
protein than mealworms. If you have access to them, consider things like
cooked eggs (plain, scrambled, or hard-boiled) as a protein-rich treat.
However, it is crucial to remember that these should be supplemental and not
the primary diet, as they can lead to imbalances if overfed.

Seasonal Adjustments for Feed Savings

The environment plays a significant role in your chickens' nutritional needs
and, consequently, their feed consumption. Adjusting your feeding strategy
based on the season can lead to considerable savings. For instance, in colder
months, chickens expend more energy to stay warm, which can increase their
feed intake. In warmer months, they may eat less but require more attention
to hydration and electrolyte balance.

Thinking seasonally about your flock's environment and diet can help you
optimize their nutrition without overspending. This foresight can prevent
unnecessary expenditures and ensure your flock remains healthy and productive
throughout the year.



Winter Feeding Strategies

During winter, chickens need more calories to maintain their body
temperature. Providing a slightly higher energy feed or a small amount of
scratch grains (a mix of whole grains like corn, wheat, and barley) in the
late afternoon can help them stay warm through the night. Scratch grains
should not be the main feed but can be a beneficial supplement in cold
weather. Ensure they always have access to fresh, unfrozen water, as
dehydration can lead to reduced feed intake even when they are cold.

Summer Feeding and Free-Ranging

In the summer months, especially if your chickens have access to free-
ranging, they will consume a portion of their diet from insects, weeds, and
plants they find. This natural foraging can significantly supplement their
protein and nutrient intake, potentially reducing the amount of commercial
feed they require. Ensure they have access to shade and plenty of fresh
water, as heat stress can reduce appetite. You might find that their overall
feed consumption decreases during the warmer months due to foraging
opportunities.

---

Q: What is the most significant cost factor in
raising chickens?
A: The most significant cost factor in raising chickens is undoubtedly the
feed. It accounts for a substantial portion of the overall expenses, often
ranging from 60% to 80% of the total cost of production, depending on the
farming method and scale.

Q: How can I determine the best type of feed for my
chickens?
A: To determine the best type of feed, consider your chickens' age, breed,
and purpose (e.g., egg-laying, meat production). Chicks require a starter
feed with high protein, while laying hens need a layer feed with adequate
calcium and protein. Pullets are fed a grower feed. Consult a veterinarian or
an experienced poultry keeper if you are unsure.

Q: Is buying chicken feed in bulk always cheaper?
A: Buying chicken feed in bulk can be cheaper on a per-pound basis, but only
if you have adequate storage space and can use the feed before it spoils or



becomes infested. For small flocks, buying in smaller, more frequent
quantities may be more economical to ensure freshness.

Q: What are some common kitchen scraps that are safe
to feed chickens?
A: Safe kitchen scraps for chickens include vegetable peels and scraps
(excluding citrus in large amounts), leafy greens, fruit scraps (in
moderation), cooked rice and pasta (plain), and cooked oatmeal. Always ensure
scraps are not moldy or spoiled.

Q: How can I prevent my chickens from wasting feed?
A: To prevent feed waste, use appropriate feeders that minimize spillage,
such as hanging feeders or those with protective rims. Ensure feeders are the
correct height and placed in a way that discourages scratching. Regularly
clean feeders and store feed properly to prevent spoilage and pest
attraction.

Q: Can I make my own chicken feed to save money?
A: Yes, it is possible to make your own chicken feed by mixing various grains
and supplements. However, this requires significant knowledge of poultry
nutrition to ensure a balanced diet and prevent deficiencies or excesses that
can harm your flock. It's recommended to research thoroughly or consult with
a poultry nutritionist.

Q: How does protein content affect chicken feed
costs?
A: Protein is one of the most expensive ingredients in chicken feed. Feeds
with higher protein percentages, such as starter feeds for chicks, are
generally more expensive than maintenance or layer feeds with lower protein
content.

Q: Should I supplement my chickens' diet in winter?
A: In winter, chickens expend more energy to stay warm, so providing a
slightly higher energy feed or a small amount of scratch grains in the late
afternoon can be beneficial. Ensure they always have access to unfrozen
water.



Q: Are free-ranging chickens more cost-effective
regarding feed?
A: When chickens free-range, they can supplement their diet by foraging for
insects, seeds, and greens. This can reduce their reliance on commercial feed
and thus lower feed costs, especially during warmer months when foraging
opportunities are abundant.

Q: What is the best way to store chicken feed to
maintain its quality?
A: Store chicken feed in a cool, dry, dark, and pest-proof environment,
preferably in airtight containers like galvanized steel bins. This prevents
spoilage, moisture damage, and infestation, ensuring the feed remains
nutritious and safe for your flock.
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institutions, and licensing agencies determine the immigration
Verification Process - USCIS   SAVE accepts a Social Security number (SSN) to create a case and
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