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PROPOSED REGULATIONS GOVERNING KEEPING OF CHICKENS IN BALTIMORE COUNTY 

(Applies to all residential lots under 1 acre) 

 

I.  PURPOSE: The following regulations will govern the keeping of chickens and are designed to 
prevent nuisances and prevent conditions that are unsanitary or unsafe. No special permit shall be 
required if the following regulations are followed: 

 

1. NUMBER.  Up to six (6) hens shall be allowed for each single-family dwelling. Dwellings located 
on lots larger than 0.25 acres may have up to twelve (12) hens, and dwellings located on lots 
larger than 0.5 acres may have up to eighteen (18) hens.   

 
 
2. SETBACKS. Coops or cages housing chickens shall be kept at least fifteen (15) feet from the 

door or window of any dwelling or occupied structure other than the owner’s dwelling. Coops 
and cages shall not be located within two and one-half feet (2.5 ft.) of a side yard or rear yard 
lot line. Coops, cages and runs shall not be located in the front yard of a dwelling.  

 
 
3. ENCLOSURES. Hens shall be provided with a covered, predator-proof coop (or cage) that is 

well ventilated and designed to be easily accessed for cleaning. The coop shall allow at least 
two square feet per hen. In addition, hens shall have access during daylight hours to an 
outdoor run (or enclosure) that is adequately fenced to contain the birds on the property and 
to prevent predators from access to the birds, and which provides at least four square feet per 
hen. Hens shall not be allowed out of the coop or run unless a responsible individual is directly 
monitoring the hens and able to immediately return the hens to the cage or coop if necessary. 
 
 

4. SANITATION. The coop and outdoor enclosure must be kept in a sanitary condition and free 
from offensive odors.  The coop and outdoor enclosure must be cleaned on a regular basis to 
prevent the accumulation of waste. Food shall be kept in secure, rodent-proof enclosures. 

 
 
5. CARE OF CHICKENS. Coops and enclosures shall provide adequate protection from predators, 

weather, and disease.  Chickens shall have an adequate supply of clean drinking water and 
food of sufficient quantity and quality as is conducive to good health. Chickens with obvious 
sores, diseases or other maladies shall receive prompt veterinary attention.  

 
 
6. SLAUGHTERING. There shall be no outdoor slaughtering of chickens. 
 
 
7. ROOSTERS. It is unlawful for any person to keep roosters. 
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8. PERMITS:  A permit shall not be required if the above regulations are followed. If a person 
wishes to keep more than the maximum allowed number of hens, wishes to keep hens within 
the setback required, wishes to keep hens in a multi-family dwelling, wishes to keep hens on a 
parcel of land that is unconnected to a dwelling, or wishes to keep a rooster, a permit will be 
required. An application for a permit must contain the following items: 
 
a. The name, phone number, and address of the applicant. 
b. The size and location of the subject property. 
c. A proposal containing the following information. 

i. The number of hens the applicant seeks to keep on the property. 

ii. A description of any coops or cages or outdoor enclosures providing precise 
dimensions and the precise location of these enclosures in relation to property lines 
and adjacent properties. 

iii. The number of roosters the applicant seeks to keep on the property. 

d. If the applicant proposes to keep chickens in the yard of a multi-family dwelling, the 
applicant must present a signed statement from any and all owners or tenants of the 
multi-family dwelling consenting to the applicant’s proposal for keeping chickens on the 
premises. 
 

e. If the applicant proposes to keep more chickens than allowed in the above ordinance or 
wishes to keep a rooster, the applicant must present a signed statement from all residents 
of property adjacent to or within 50 feet of the applicant’s property consenting to the 
applicant’s proposal for keeping chickens on the premises. If the applicant proposes to 
keep chickens within a required setback, the applicant must present a signed statement 
from all residents of the property affected by that setback. 

 
f.  Permits will be granted on an annual basis. If the county determines at any time that the 

applicant is violating the specific terms of the permit, it may immediately revoke the 
permit. The annual permit will be presumptively renewed unless the county gives the 
applicant 120 days notice of intent not to renew the permit, along with a reasonable letter 
of explanation detailing the county’s reasons for not renewing the permit. In that case, the 
applicant may request and receive a hearing in which the applicant may present 
testimony and other evidence as to why the applicant believes the permit should be 
renewed. After the hearing, the county will make a final determination as to whether or 
not to renew the permit. 
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II. COMMENTS: 

 

1. NUMBER:  Most families would be happy with the 3-4 eggs per day produced by 6 chickens. 
However, during the winter months this number is reduced in half. Also, allowing more hens 
lets the owner keep older, non-productive hens as pets without having to go without eggs.  

Six to eight  chickens weigh about as much, and produce about as much waste, as a medium- 
large dog. BC currently allows a maximum of 3 dogs with no size limits for all properties.  The 
differences between chickens and dogs are all in favor of chickens (see below). 

2. SETBACKS. Properly maintained coops and runs are essentially odor-free and nearly noise free, 
so there is no need for large setbacks. The 15-foot distance from someone else’s windows and 
doors should more than allow for whatever slight odors or noise should occur. Again, there are 
no such rules about dogs who can deposit droppings right on the property line and bark 
within a few feet of a neighbor’s door or window. 
 

3. ENCLOSURE.  This allows a total of 6 square feet (2 in coop, 4 in run) per bird, in keeping with 
most general guidelines for chickens. It includes all the basics as far as being predator-proof, 
ventilated, and easy to clean, and prohibits ‘‘free-range’’ chickens that are likely to wander off 
into the street or a neighbors yard. 
 

4. SANITATION. There are many different approaches to methods and frequency of cleaning. 
What counts is that the area be sanitary and free of odors, and that noticeable accumulations 
of waste not occur. Keeping rodents away from food is obviously important. 
 

8. PERMITS. This creates a streamlined process for what is now a full-fledged zoning variance 
process, and specifies the circumstances under which a permit application will be considered. 
Hearings are only necessary when a permit is going to be revoked, presumably without the 
permit holder having violated the terms of the permit. That might occur when someone got 
permission for roosters, but the roosters make too much noise, or there is turnover in the 
neighborhood and the new neighbors are not happy about the roosters. 
 
 Within reasonable limits, there is no need to put people to the effort and expense of a permit, 
and to require the County to administer the issuance and maintenance of permit records. No 
permit is required to house and feed up to three dogs in a yard, and they present a much 
higher potential for disease and disturbance.  
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III. COMMON CONCERNS: 

 
1. Comparison with Dogs as Pets 

Current Baltimore County regulations allow up to three dogs per dwelling with no limitations on 
size. In virtually every way, chickens are much less intrusive and less of a nuisance than dogs. 

 
 

1.a.   Waste (Dog / Chicken Comparison): 
Both dogs and chickens produce waste, and both must be cared for properly.  However, there 
are important differences.  
 

 A 60-lb. dog generates about 1 pound per day of solid waste, which is about the same 
amount as 8 chickens.  
http://ohioline.osu.edu/aex-fact/pdf/0715.pdf 

 
 Dog waste is a human health hazard. It contains pathogens such as parasites and 

dangerous bacteria, and must be handled as a bio hazard. It is the main cause of a long 
list of diseases.  Per the EPA, it is classified as toxic along with pesticides, mine tailings 
and numerous other chemicals. 
http://www.epa.gov/owow/nps/qa.html 

 
 Chicken droppings are non-toxic. They break down through natural composting in as 

little as 3-4 weeks, and provide very beneficial fertilizer for the homeowner.  A 20-lb. 
bag of organic dried chicken manure sells for $15 as fertilizer.  

 
 Dog waste is difficult to clean up thoroughly in back yards, because it is scattered 

around, and cannot be completely removed without digging up dirt, grass or plants 
around it. Dog owners routinely have to settle for removing 95% (not 100%) of the 
solid waste left by dogs, and 0% of the liquid waste. 

 
 Chicken waste --- liquid and solid --- is completely contained inside the coops and 

enclosures under normal circumstances. It can be scooped out and composted in just 
a few minutes per week. 

 
 
1.b.  Noise (Dog / Chicken Comparison) 
 

 At their loudest, some varieties of laying hens cackle for a few minutes each day right 
before or right after laying an egg. The noise level is about the same as human 
conversation (60 to 70 decibels.) During the rest of daylight hours, they make very low 
and pleasant cooing or clucking noises. 
 

 As a matter of instinct, hens roost and sleep when the sun goes down, so they make 
no noise at all during the night. By contrast, dogs can be a nuisance by barking very 
loudly around the clock. 
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 The City of Pleasanton, CA did a study of noise from chickens, and found that they 
were always within the allowed limits, and further that ‘‘they are also generally less 
than the volume of normal  conversation. ‘‘ 
http://www.cityofpleasantonca.gov/pdf/sr06015.pdf 

 
 Roosters, however, are a different story. They crow about as loudly as a barking dog or 

a lawn mower (90+ decibels.)  
 
1.c.  Biting  (Dog / Chicken Comparison) 

 
Dogs have the potential for biting, infecting victims with diseases including rabies, and 
causing severe injury and death. Per statistics kept by the US Humane Society, there are 4.7 
million dog bites causing injury in the US each year, with approximately 800,000 of these 
requiring medical treatment, and about 30 fatalities. None of this occurs with chickens.  
www.americanhumane.org/animals/stop-animal-abuse/fact-sheets/dog-bites.html 

 
 
2. Abandoned Animals 

 Problem exists with all pets 
 Dogs and cats can go feral and survive and reproduce in the wild. Chickens will only last a few 

days in the wild. 
 Dogs and cats have a much longer life expectancy to begin with:  12 --- 15 years, vs. 3-5 years 

for chickens, so are much more likely to be abandoned after a few years, whereas chickens will 
just die of natural causes and not be replaced. 

 Chickens are easy to give away (i.e., Craigslist) if they are no longer wanted. 
 Setup costs for chickens (coops, enclosures, etc.) would make people very reluctant to 

abandon their chickens. 
 

3. Rats 
 Rats are not safe around chickens. Chickens eat rats, not the other way around 
 As long as chicken feed is kept in secure, rodent-proof containers, there is no attraction for rats 

or any other pests. 
 Chickens are voracious omnivores , and will chase and eat just about anything that moves 

including ticks (which spread Lyme disease), fleas, mosquitoes, grasshoppers, stink bugs, 
slugs, mice, rats and small snakes.  
 

4. Odors 
A well-maintained chicken coop is virtually odor free. Presence of any slight offensive odor (which 
will be noticed daily as eggs are gathered) means that the coop needs to be cleaned.  Even a well-
maintained coop that needs to be cleaned will not generate noxious odors that are noticeable 
more than two or three steps back from the coop. 

 
5. Disease 

 Small flocks have literally no risk of avian flu transmission to humans. The 2006 Grain Report 
states: ‘‘When it comes to bird flu, diverse small-scale poultry is the solution, not the problem.’’  
http://www.grain.org/article/entries/22-fowl-play-the-poultry-industry-s-central-role-in-the-
bird-flu-crisis 
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 Avian flu problems occur in huge overcrowded chicken farming conditions, where the bird’s 
natural immunity is compromised, and one diseased animal immediately affects hundreds or 
thousands of others. The Johns Hopkins School of Public Health states on its website: ‘‘In the 
United States there is no need at present to remove a flock of chickens because of concerns 
regarding avian influenza.’’ This same conclusion is drawn by the Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC). 
http://www.jhsph.edu/news/_archive/special-stories/flu/morefaq.html 
 http://www.cdc.gov/flu/avian/gen-info/qa.htm 

 
 

 A Penn State study concluded that very few diseases can be transmitted by poultry to humans. 
http://vbs.psu.edu/extension-1/copy_of_resources/pdf/infectious-disease-info/VSE-06-
03.pdf/view 

 
 All flocks of five or more birds are required to register with the State of Maryland, so that they 

can be inspected in case there is an outbreak of any sort of disease among poultry. 
http://mda.maryland.gov/animalHealth/Forms2/poultry_registration.pdf 
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IV. BENEFITS: 
 
Fresh, nutritious Eggs: Backyard chickens, particularly those allowed to forage in the 
backyard,typically produce eggs with far more nutrients and less cholesterol and saturated fat than 
commercially produced eggs.  

1/3 less cholesterol 
1/4 less saturated fat 
2/3 more vitamin A 
2 times more omega-3 fatty acids 
3 times more vitamin E 
7 times more beta carotene 
 
http://www.motherearthnews.com/real-food/tests-reveal-healthier-eggs.aspx 

 
Companionship as Pets: Numerous studies show that people who have and care for pets have 
longer, healthier lives. Chickens have personalities, and bonds usually develop between backyard 
chickens and their owners. Many owners name their chickens, and internet blogs abound with stories 
about chickens as pets. 
 
Chicken Manure:  Poultry waste has long been recognized as superior fertilizer. A single 20-lb. bag 
can sell for over $10.  
 
Pest Control: Chickens have a voracious appetite for all sorts of pests and insects, and will quickly eat 
pests if they are allowed to spend some time in the yard. 
 
Build Community: Chicken owners in a suburban setting typically share eggs with neighbors, and 
often provide entertainment for neighborhood children who enjoy watching them, feeding them 
insects, collecting eggs, etc.  
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RECOMMENDED ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: 
 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urban_chicken#cite_note-22 
Wikipedia article on ‘‘Urban Chicken.’’ 
 
This very concise article reports on the current trend towards changes in local regulations to 
accommodate the revival of interest in backyard poultry, but does not delve into the reasons for this 
revival. It addresses the concerns most often raised about backyard poultry, including noise, health 
issues, odors, rodents, and property values, and concludes that none of these concerns are well-
founded. The article is heavily annotated with references backing up every major point. 
 
http://www.extension.org/pages/70001/developing-regulations-for-keeping-urban-chickens 
‘‘Developing Regulations for Keeping Urban Chickens’’ 
Published on website of eXtension.org, an educational resource of National Land Grant Universities. 
 
Concise article that explains the reasons for the current revival of interest in backyard poultry, 
addresses all major points of concern in an urban environment, and makes suggestions for 
consideration by municipalities that are considering altering their regulations. Article refers to 
numerous academic publications and articles. 
 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2119494  (article must be downloaded) 
Illegal Fowl: A Survey of Municipal Laws Relating to Backyard Poultry and a Model Ordinance for 
Regulating City Chickens 
By Jaime M. Bouvier, Case Western Reserve University - School of Law; Published by Environmental 
Law Reporter 10888 (Sept. 2012) 
 
This is the ultimate point of reference which any municipality that is considering changes to existing 
regulations must consider carefully. The article is very thorough and covers every aspect of this issue. 
It is loaded with annotations and references. A subscription is normally required to view this 
publication, but this particular website offers it at no charge. 
 
PUBLISHER’S ABSTRACT: As the movement towards keeping backyard chickens continues to grow, 
many cities are facing the decision of whether to allow residents to keep chickens and, if so, how to 
effectively regulate the practice. This paper provides the information necessary for cities to design a 
workable ordinance. First, the paper gathers information about the benefits and concerns of keeping 
backyard chickens. Next, the paper surveys municipal ordinances in the top 100 most populous cities 
in the United States that concern keeping and raising chickens. This survey reveals that chickens are, 
perhaps surprisingly, legal in the vast majority of large cities. The survey also identifies regulatory 
norms and some effective and less effective ways to regulate chicken-keeping. Finally, the paper offers 
a model ordinance, based on the background information and survey results, that a city can adopt or 
easily modify to fit the city’s unique needs. 
 
http://www.cdc.gov/features/salmonellapoultry/ 
Keeping Backyard Poultry 
Centers for Disease Control & Prevention 
Specifically addresses the risks of Salmonella from backyard poultry, gives suggestions for sanitation 
practices that prevent the spread of the disease. 
https://www.avma.org/KB/Resources/Reference/AnimalWelfare/Pages/AVMA-Welfare-Focus-Featured-Article-
April-2011.aspx?utm_source=prettyurl&utm_campaign=redirect&utm_term=urbanchickensoverview 
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Urban Chickens 
AVMA Welfare Focus Newsletter - Featured Article - April 2011 Urban Chickens 
 
The American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA), established in 1863, is a not-for-profit 
association representing more than 84,000 veterinarians. This brief article discusses the current 
increase in interest in backyard poultry, and addresses the main issues of poultry health, as well as the 
potential for poultry-carried disease that affects humans.  
 
http://www.backyardchickens.com/atype/3/Laws 
Chicken Laws and Ordinances --- Very popular backyard poultry website. 
 
This massive index contains summaries of backyard poultry regulations in over 1,000 US 
municipalities. Each dated entry is compiled using a simple standard format, and contributed by a 
local resident of that community, but there is no formal fact-checking in place.  
 
 
http://thecitychicken.com/chickenlaws.html 
Chicken Laws - Published on theCityChicken.com website. 
 
An undated unformatted listing by state of regulations on backyard chickens in about 300 
municipalities. 
 
 
http://localchickenlaws.blogspot.com/ 
 
A blog by a chicken enthusiast that compiles published articles about changes to municipal 
regulations, state by state. Approximately 300 articles, covering at least half that many municipalities, 
are covered. Not comprehensive. For instance, the only entries for Maryland are three articles about 
regulations that were changed in Annapolis. 
 
 
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health/ehs/zoonotics/poultry.aspx 
Backyard poultry 
King County’s Public Health website. 
 
This short but helpful website summarizes King County’s and the city of Seattle’s backyard poultry 
regulations, and gives lots of advice on public health issues and concerns, food safety, sanitation, and 
keeping poultry flocks healthy.  
 
 
http://www.sandiego.gov/development-services/pdf/news/keepingchickens.pdf 
City of San Diego, California’s website. 
 
City of San Diego, California’s summary of its recently revised (Jan. 2012) regulations on backyard 
chickens. Contains specifics about the regulations, but also promotes numerous benefits of backyard 
chickens, addresses concerns about health risks, answers Frequently Asked Questions about raising 
chickens, and offers a few well-selected additional resources online.  
 


