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THE BOOK IN SUMMARY
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Poultry Business in Africa: Poultry Management and Best Practices serves as a practical guide and reference point for enthusiastic and passionate individuals like yourself who are interested in starting their own poultry business either now or in the foreseeable future. 

This book provides you with the required information needed to start and operate your own poultry business as an absolute beginner with little or no prior knowledge in poultry production. This book can also be of great use to existing poultry producers on the quest to get the most out of their poultry businesses by adopting proper poultry management practices and procedures detailed in this book. It seeks to simplify the whole process of poultry production and management for the ordinary small-scale poultry producer with big dreams of expansion.

Poultry Business in Africa: Poultry Management and Best Practices contains in great detail the required knowledge and practical skills needed for the setup and efficient management of your commercial poultry venture. The book talks about the proper criteria for building your first poultry house, the types of equipment required to commence your poultry venture, management of your first batch of day-old chicks from brooding through to maturity stages, tackling poultry diseases and infections as they occur in the poultry house, and many more.

This book also provides you with the opportunity to teach poultry farmhands, farm managers or caretakers on poultry management practices required to minimize risk of disease outbreaks and ensure increased productivity and improved yield of your flock.

It doesn’t matter whether your interest lies in commercial poultry production or backyard poultry for household consumption, the contents provided in this book are suited for all types of poultry keeping in as much as taking proper care of your chickens are concerned. 

​You’re at the right place if you plan to start your poultry business for sustainable and incremental profits each year and to gain the most out of your financial commitment on starting a poultry farm. 

This book is here to guide you to achieve just that. If you’re ready, let’s get started!​
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​CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW
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There is no point in setting up any business venture unless it is profitable and can be sustained over a long period of time. Every business is set up and managed in such a way that it can survive over the long term and generate adequate profits for its owners. This is the core purpose of any business, and starting a poultry business is no exception. In order to set up a profitable poultry business, adequate planning and preparation are required. It is therefore essential to find answers to key strategic questions in an honest and objective manner before you decide to start your own poultry business.

Some basic but necessary questions include determining the sources of funds for your poultry enterprise and how to repay those funds as you begin making sales to your customers. A successful business plan should include the sources of funding for the day-to-day operation of the poultry farm for at least the first 8-18 weeks of operation. This set aside funds also known as the working capital would be used to cater for the feeding and general care of your chickens till they are ready to lay eggs for sale or being sold as chicken meat. Other factors to consider include determining the ideal location of your poultry farm, the type of poultry product to produce, and which poultry management system will be best suited for your farm. Where to get supplies and sources of feed and water for your poultry farm; the cost estimate for poultry equipment and where to get it; the sales and marketing strategy to sell your products; your target market and customer base. Finding the right answers to these and a whole lot of other crucial questions is the first step in the right direction.

You’ll need to look at all aspects of commercial poultry production before you decide to become a poultry farmer. This means that you will have to seek out information from people already in the field, do your own market research analysis, or seek out complete, reliable information in a good book like the one you have in your hands right now. 

On the basis of this information, you will then develop a business plan and strategy regarding the direction and long-term prospects of your business. This will tell you how much money you can expect to make each year and the costs you will have to incur to make those profits. A detailed business plan will also allow investors, primarily your friends, work colleagues, family members or interested groups or venture capitalists to gain insights into the financial and operational intricacies of your business in order for them to invest in your idea. Another equally important reason for developing a detailed business plan is to make it easier for you to get funding from the bank or your local credit union to jumpstart your business idea in poultry production.

Additionally, in most countries across Africa, there are special initiatives aimed at promoting agricultural developments through the granting of low interest loans and subsidies to farmers. These funding and soft loans opportunities are provided by both governmental and Non-governmental organizations and banking institutions specifically designed to assist and promote sustainable agriculture, livestock production and animal husbandry. Aside from providing financial assistance, they sometimes offer technical advice and expertise to stakeholders and commercial livestock producers aimed at helping patrons improve quality and increase their yields. It is advisable to identify such banks and financial institutions as well as agricultural support organizations in your region and approach any of their branch offices to seek out more information regarding their credit terms and conditions. They would be glad to offer a helping hand and sort you out with funding to start your poultry business having in hand a well-designed business plan and strategy.

As mentioned earlier, losses are real in any business venture and even more so in agricultural and livestock production ventures. These losses should be expected in the commercial poultry business as well. Poultry production on a commercial scale can be a very risky undertaking if careful preparation and planning is not made. It is therefore essential to plan ahead and follow the required steps and management procedures to minimize the occurrence of any losses in your poultry enterprise.

It is only through practice, experience, and strict adherence to standards and best practices that you can become efficient in managing poultry. This book will guide you as a newbie in poultry farming by providing the required knowledge and skills needed to set up and manage your first poultry business without having to fail first before learning from your own experiences.
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Classification of Poultry
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As we get into some of the management procedures and best practices in poultry farming, it is important to first understand the terms, definitions and importance of poultry to our everyday lives. The basic definition of poultry refers to all domesticated birds such as chickens, turkeys, ducks and geese which are kept for either their eggs, their meat or both. Because chicken poultry is what the book is about, poultry and chicken will be used interchangeably for simplicity. 

Keeping poultry provides a source of livelihood as well as serving as a source of food in the form of meat and eggs. In Africa and most developing countries, poultry serves as a cheaper source of protein to households which helps in their nutritional development. Studies provide the health benefits of consuming eggs and chicken to the human body and how that translates into the overall wellbeing of the individual. 

Another benefit of keeping poultry is the poultry manure which comes as a by-product. The poultry manure contains essential plant nutrients used by crop farmers and plant nurseries as sources of fertilizers and soil conditioners. The manure also provides a cheap source of fertilizers to rural crop farmers which helps in boosting their agriculture yields thereby providing food to their communities. The feathers of poultry birds can also be harvested and used in feather pillows and mattresses even though this is not commonly practiced in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Commercial poultry production is categorized based on three main criteria: classification based on number of birds kept or the poultry farm capacity, classification based on the type of chicken breeds (layers, broilers, cockerels, breeders), or classification based on poultry housing and management system (intensive system, semi-intensive system or free-range system). 

The classification based on farm size or bird capacity can be further grouped into domestic or backyard poultry keeping, small scale poultry production, medium and large-scale poultry production. For the purposes of this book, domestic or backyard poultry refers to the rearing of poultry in the home, usually for household consumption or as a leisure activity. Backyard poultry ranges from just one or two birds to about a rearing and caring for a hundred chickens. Small-scale poultry on the other hand have a capacity or farm size ranging from five hundred birds to five thousand. Medium-scale farms have the capacity of catering for and managing about five thousand to ten thousand birds. Large scale poultry farms often involve huge industrial poultry houses with a total capacity adequately housing, feeding, and managing ten thousand birds or more in a given period. These are huge operations and involve some form of automated or mechanization. 

Even though the management practices recommended in this book can be applied to all categories mentioned, the main focus of this book will be on small and medium scale poultry productions.

As earlier indicated, the other criteria for classifying poultry is based on the type of poultry breeds kept at the poultry farm. This involves classifying poultry farms based on the breed of chickens and the overall purpose of the poultry business. This category determines whether chickens are kept for their eggs, meat, or both. Chickens could also be used as breeders to breed chicks which are sold to other poultry producers. 

The different forms and categories of poultry farms come with their own respective level of difficulty in operations and management. For instance, a poultry producer managing a broiler farm will find management of the broilers fairly easy as compared to a producer managing layers or in hatcheries where careful management procedures need to be adhered to in order to avoid major losses. Another reason for these classifications is the duration or the amount of time spent by chickens in the poultry house before being replaced or sold. Layers take a much longer time to begin laying eggs which is usually between 18-23 weeks as compared to broilers which take on average 6 to 8 weeks before reaching market weight or maturity. 

	Broiler Farms: specializes in keeping poultry for their meat.

	Layer Farms: specializes in keeping poultry for their eggs.

	Dual Purpose Farms: keeps poultry for both eggs and meat.

	Hatcheries or breeder farms: where parent stocks of either layers, broilers, or dual-purpose breeds are kept for laying, incubating and hatching fertilized eggs.


Breeder farms and hatcheries are predominant in Europe and South America where most poultry farms in sub-Saharan Africa import or source their day-old chicks for production.

Keeping and managing a small-scale poultry farm is not so highly labor intensive as compared to other livestock and agricultural ventures. The time needed to feed, clean and collect eggs per day for one thousand layers or alternatively collect an average of 1120 eggs per day could easily be managed within an average of three to five (3-5) hours. Let’s now take a look at the various poultry management systems in more detail.
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​Poultry Management Systems
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There are basically three types of poultry management systems for housing and managing poultry. These include the intensive system, semi-intensive system and the extensive or free-range system. The Intensive system refers to a poultry housing system where birds are kept and controlled in an enclosed area. There are two subsystems under the intensive system which are the battery cage system and the deep-litter system. 

In the battery cage system, birds are kept and managed in cages, usually in groups of 3-4 birds depending on the size and type of cage used. Whereas in the deep litter system, birds are allowed to roam freely in an enclosed space covered with litter material. The semi-intensive system refers to the system where birds spend some time in an enclosed area, usually a constructed poultry house (or hen coop) and other times are allowed to roam freely and scavenge in the open. Most household or backyard poultry are kept and managed using the semi-intensive system. The Extensive system or free range refers to where the chickens are kept in an open area for most parts of their lives. They roam freely without being enclosed to a fixed location.

The two most popular management systems widely used in commercial poultry production are the battery cage system which is mostly used by layer farms and the deep-litter system. These two systems have their advantages and disadvantages to the poultry producer. Using the battery cage system, management of the birds is made easier since they are enclosed and in one location hence could be easily controlled. Due to the structure of these cages, unproductive birds can also be easily identified and the required attention given to them to remedy the situation and solve the causes of their low output. 

Battery cage systems also provide some sort of economy for the poultry producer by optimizing on floor space where large quantities of birds are kept in a relatively small area. This cannot be said for the deep-litter system which requires a huge floor area to keep a sizeable quantity of birds. Battery cage systems enable the poultry producer to be space efficient while increasing the capacity of the poultry farm.

In battery cages, there is also the efficient containment of disease and infections in the poultry house since birds are compartmentalized and kept in small groups. In the case of a disease outbreak, the poultry house is less impacted because the diseased birds can easily be isolated and contained before the disease is spread to the other birds in the poultry house. There is also proper control and management of poultry waste and manure in the poultry house where battery cages are used.  In deep litter systems, management of poultry waste and manure could be challenging if proper biosecurity measures are not put in place.

In battery cages, eggs are easily collected without the issues of them being dirtied and in some instances getting damaged as mostly experienced in poorly managed deep-litter poultry houses. 

​However, due to the capital involved in operating a battery cage system, the majority of small and medium scale poultry farms in Africa and other developing countries use the deep litter system for keeping both layers and broiler birds. The good news is, with proper management practices and the right equipment, the deep litter system could be used to increase production and improve egg quality just as in poultry farms using the battery cage system.

Looking at some of the disadvantages of the battery cage system, one of the demerits of using battery cages as mentioned earlier would have to do with the cost of installation and maintenance of the battery cages in the poultry house which tend to be costly and highly capital intensive. The initial capital cost involved in setting up battery cage systems is considerably large as compared to the deep litter system. There are also the additional maintenance costs required to keep it going. 

Another issue with the use of battery cages in poultry houses is the growing call for the protection of farm animals and the humane treatment of chickens in commercial poultry houses. Organizations such as Animal Humane Society, Humane World for Animals, The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals ASPCA® among other interest groups advocate for treating chickens in a way which promotes their welfare and leads to the least suffering. According to these groups and organizations, keeping chickens in tight enclosed cages should be banned and the call for free range poultry production encouraged.

Battery cage systems are the ideal system for operating a layer poultry farm because they provide the most efficient management and monitoring of individual birds and their productivity. However, the choice of it all depends on the availability of funds to undertake such investment. 
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CHAPTER 2: POULTRY HOUSING AND EQUIPMENT
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​Poultry Housing Requirements
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The ideal poultry housing should provide for adequate ventilation and good air circulation throughout the poultry house. It must also be spacious enough to cater for the number of chickens being reared. The location of your poultry should also be put into consideration when planning to construct your poultry house. The location should be at a place which is well connected to good roads for easy transportation. There should also be reliable access to electricity and a steady supply of clean potable water. 

The poultry house constructed should match the environment in which you are operating. In hot climates with warm weather and high humidity, poultry houses should be built to take advantage of the natural air flow and lighting to reduce poultry house heating and allow for proper ventilation and cooling of the poultry house. These houses are typically built with openings on both sides in order to take advantage of the natural elements. Constructing the poultry house from east to west takes advantage of the prevailing wind while at the same time avoiding direct sunrays on your birds. 

Poultry houses should also be constructed with high ceilings; houses with low ceilings are hard to work in while those with high ceilings also help keep birds cool by allowing hot air to rise during hot afternoons thereby naturally regulating the room temperature in the poultry house. The roofing of the poultry house should be extended to prevent rain from draining in during strong storms. Make sure that rain water drains rapidly away from the house by situating the house on a high ground and providing proper drainage systems in and around your poultry farm in order to prevent instances of flooding.

The poultry floor should be cemented with concrete and a small wall constructed with one or two concrete blocks at the base. The concrete floor along with the base wall prevents rodents, snakes and predators from digging under the walls and floors into the poultry house thereby serving as barriers. 

The whole house should be enclosed with wire mesh and burglar proofing to protect the young chicks from both predators and pests and rodents. Pests and rodents are usually carriers of diseases and can affect the health, productivity and the overall wellbeing of your birds in the poultry house.

As much as you can, situate your poultry houses away from residences and public places. Poultry houses should not be situated in crowded places or near residential buildings. One reason for this is to prevent the transfer of diseases and infections from nearby households to the poultry farm or from the poultry farm to surrounding houses within the neighborhood. Secondly, some breeds of birds are very noisy and may disturb the residents in the neighborhood. You do not want to irritate the sleep of your potential clients and customers now, do you? 

Similarly, crowded areas where there is too much traffic from cars and pedestrians may generate loud noises which causes uneasiness and irritation to the birds leading to increased stress levels and may in part might lead to low productivity, retarded growth and other health complications. 

One might ask “what is the required dimension for an ideal poultry house?” Well, the dimensions and measurement of a poultry house depends on a number of factors, key among them is the number of birds you wish to keep at the poultry house. In that regard, for a 1000-bird capacity poultry farm operating the deep-litter system, the ideal floor area required should be 50ft by 50ft considering the importance of proper ventilation and free movements of birds within the poultry house. The poultry house should be built in a way as to allow the caretaker to effectively provide for the birds and help in the efficient management of the poultry house. It should be comfortable for the birds and must provide sufficient space for free movement of the birds and the poultry caretaker in undertaking their duties. The poultry house should also be built in a way to help in the effective implementation of various biosecurity measures and procedures as well as cater for the needs of the birds. 

More on biosecurity measures and procedures in Chapter 9: Poultry Diseases: Prevention and Biosecurity.
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