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We would like to see a change in the zoning laws in Baltimore County 

pertaining to allowing hens on lot sizes less than one acre 
 

 

Introduction 

 
 In the post‐WWII decades, many urban and suburban communities around 

the country instituted laws intended to distance us from our then‐unfashionable 

rural roots. It was a time when neighborhoods were built without sidewalks, 
“ChemLawn” seemed like a great name for a business, and keeping chickens in the 

backyard served as an uncomfortable reminder of the fact Grandma used to 

slaughter a hen on the back porch every Sunday morning. Suburbanites seeded 

their lots with grass, installed lawn sprinklers, and sprayed their lawns with 
chemicals and pesticides while establishing laws prohibiting chickens in urban and 

suburban backyards.  

 
 In recent years, many of us have started to realize that maintaining a close 

connection to our food is desireable and is a part of living a more sustainable 

lifestyle. Farmers’ Markets are experiencing a revival, people are gardening more, 
and communities around the nation are changing outdated laws forbidding the 

keeping of chickens.   
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In fact, the city of Annapolis currently permits chickens on any size lot with 
a paid city permit.  In many urban and suburban areas people are indeed keeping 

chickens without causing problems for their neighbors, their community, or 

affecting property values.  There are multiple reasons to find a way to allow rather 

than prohibit chickens in the suburbs. 
 

Why Were Chickens Prohibited by Earlier Lawmakers? 

      
      The birth of the modern suburb was a time when many of us were seeking to 

define ourselves as sophisticated and more like those in the cosmopolitan city than 

like those in unfashionable rural small towns and farming communities. The car was 
a symbol of that cosmopolitan lifestyle, so we eliminated sidewalks – why would 

anyone walk who could afford to drive.  The sidewalk became a symbol of poverty 

and backwardness. Later generations regretted that decision and many have had to 

retrofit sidewalks and streetlights in their neighborhoods.  
 

The keeping of chickens and other food‐producing animals was also 

unfashionable during the decades immediately following World War II, and for 

similar reasons.  The problem was not one of chickens creating a nuisance; it was 

one of wanting to seem cultured, modern, cosmopolitan, and sophisticated. 
(Appendix D) 

 

The suburban ideal is a dynamic concept: as more people become interested 
in living a greener lifestyle in the suburbs, the idea of what is ‘ideal’ evolves to 

reflect the community’s values. What seemed important in 1964 may seem 

counterproductive to achieving the ‘ideal’ suburban lifestyle in 2013. 

 
Backyard Chickens Are Not Farm Animals 

 

For thousands of years, chickens, like dogs and cats, have lived alongside 
people in large and small backyards, in cities and small towns. Unlike a half‐ton bull 

or 400‐pound hog, a six‐pound hen is not inherently a farm animal. The typical 

laying hen starts to produce eggs at about five to six months old. Roosters are not 

needed for egg production. 
 

Commercial chickens are bred to produce large numbers of eggs very quickly 

and then to be culled and used for such things as animal food and fertilizer. 
Suburban hens are treated as pets. They are typically given a name, and when 

around age 6 they stop producing eggs, they are ‘retired’ and treated as pets for 

the remaining year or two of their lives.  Chickens are friendly, social, intelligent, 
affectionate, entertaining, low‐maintenance, quiet, and inexpensive to keep. They 

are quieter and cleaner than most dogs.  They uniquely offer suburban and city‐
dwelling children the opportunity to understand more clearly where their food 

comes from and they offer us the opportunity to produce a little of our own food. 
 

Chickens Are Not Smelly 
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Contrary to belief chickens do not smell.  Chicken manure does not smell.   

Commercial poultry facilities often smell due to the buildup of ammonia in large‐
scale operations where the manure is allowed to accumulate. This is not the case 

for small backyard flocks. A few hens generate less manure than one medium‐sized 

dog. The average weight of manure weighs 4 oz. Chicken droppings are an 

excellent source of free organic fertilizer when composted. Dog and cat manure 
smells and ends up in the landfill.  

 

Chickens are Not Messy 
 

Chicken enclosures in suburban settings tend to be attractive and are easily 

maintained. Small flocks are managed with a minimum of time and energy on the 

part of their owners. 
 

Chickens Are Not Noisy 

 
Hens are quiet birds. The occasional clucking of hens is generally not audible 

beyond 25 feet. Some hens give a few squawks while actually laying an egg or 

bragging about it afterward, but this noise is short‐lived and much quieter than 

barking dogs, lawn mowers, leaf blowers, passing trucks, children playing, and 

other common neighborhood sounds.   It is the rooster who crows any time of the 
day or night. 

 

Chickens Do Not Annoy the Neighbors 

 
According to the Department of Neighborhoods and Environmental Programs 

in Annapolis City, there are multiple households keeping chickens which have 

caused no problems within the communities.  Many non-chicken keeping neighbors 
enjoy watching the chickens quietly pecking and scratching for bugs and worms.   

 

Chickens Do Not Pose a Public Health Risk 
 

The type of Avian Influenza that is contagious to humans has not been found 

in North America. Bird Flu is spread by contact with the contaminated feces of wild 

migratory waterfowl. The key issues are sanitation and contact with wild birds. 
Unlike rural farm birds, which might co‐mingle with migratory birds or drink from a 

shared pond, backyard chickens are contained in an enclosure and watered inside 
this enclosure.  As reported in Newsweek Magazine (Appendix A):…as the Washington‐
based Worldwatch Institute (an environmental research group) pointed out in a 
report, 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.” 

 

Unlike cats and dogs which are prime vectors for rabies, parasites, and tick‐
borne diseases, backyard chickens actually keep your yard healthier for humans by 

eating ticks and other insects. Salmonella, which has been associated with raw 
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eggs, is a problem with factory‐farmed eggs, but has not been evidenced in small 

backyard flocks. 

                           

                        Health Benefits of Backyard Chicken Eggs 
 

Free-Range Hens are allowed to forage, nest, roost naturally; not being grown and 

confined in commercial battery cages. According to the research of Mother Earth 
News Egg Testing Project, Free-Range eggs are much healthier to humans than 

battery caged eggs as they contain: 

 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 

According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization the egg is a more 

efficient source of protein than the four other top sources of protein; higher in value than 

cows, milk, fish, beef or soybeans.    (Joy of Keeping Chickens) 

Chickens and the Environment 

 

According to the OSU Extension Service the average laying hen produces .2 ‐ 
.3 pound of droppings per day, as compared to the average dog which produces 1 

pound, according to the National Pet Alliance. 

http://ohioline.osu.edu/b804/804_3.html 
 

In 1991, dog and cat waste was labeled a non-point source pollutant by the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), placing it in the same category as 
herbicides and insecticides; oil, grease and toxic chemicals; and acid drainage from 

abandoned mines. Unlike dog and cat waste, chicken droppings can be composted 

for use on gardens.   

Chickens reduce the need for pesticides and herbicides by eating bugs and 

weeds. Chicken keeping is likely to represent a net improvement in water and 
runoff issues rather than the opposite.  Issues of manure runoff from egg‐producing 

chickens are associated with huge factory‐style egg farms that generate tons of 

manure each day in a very concentrated area. For those of us who wish to continue 

to eat eggs in a sustainable fashion, low‐density backyard chicken keeping is the 

solution to runoff issues, not the problem.  Chicken‐keeping gardeners will simply 

be producing manure and compost for themselves. 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
 

http://ohioline.osu.edu/b804/804_3.html
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In 2008 the City of Fort Collins, Colorado changed their city ordinance to 

legalize backyard hens. At the time, a thorough investigation was conducted on the 
environmental impact of residents keeping chickens. Environmental Planners in Fort 

Collins’ Department of Natural Resources concluded that backyard hens would not 

significantly impact greenhouse gas emissions. (Appendix B). There is no reason to 

believe this would be any different here in Baltimore County. 
 

Living Sustainably 

 
Increasing numbers of us are interested in living more sustainably, and many 

communities, Baltimore County included, are encouraging citizens to reduce waste 

and consumption of resources. Backyard chickens allow us to reduce our carbon 
footprint by producing some of our own food. Every food item we can produce 

organically and on our own property – just outside our back door – is one less item 

that must be shipped to us. Every item of food we raise represents a step in living a 

greener, more sustainable, lifestyle. People who have backyard chickens are less 
likely to use chemicals and pesticides in their yards and gardens because it’s 

healthier for their chickens. In return, the chickens eat weeds and bugs that 

normally plague unsprayed yards. Composted chicken manure is one of the most 
efficient natural fertilizers and provided free with no need for transport. Backyard 

chickens eat grass clippings and food scraps, which might otherwise end up in the 

landfills, garbage, or sewers. Baltimore County Government could be a leader in 
promoting sustainable lifestyle over just “reduce, reuse, recycle.” 

 

Chickens and Property Values 

 
Many Realtors® say that the presence of an attractive, well‐maintained backyard 

chicken coop is no more likely to affect values for neighboring properties than the 
presence of an attractive, well‐maintained backyard rabbit hutch or other 

outbuilding. In addition, some prospective homeowners may be attracted to a 

community with a progressive stance on green issues such as chicken keeping. It is 

impossible to know which stance is more likely to attract rather than repel the 

greater number of prospective home buyers – the one that encourages conformity, 
or the one that encourages sustainability. In fact, the areas with the fewest 

restrictions on the keeping of chickens tended to have the highest property values. 

(Appendix C from the Ohio real estate market due to large amount of data that can 
show the trend) 

 

Lot Size Doesn’t Matter 

 
Chickens require very little space. Shelter for four or five hens does not 

require any more space than that represented by many kitchen tables, and a run of 

4 square feet per hen is sufficient to keep them happy and healthy. Households all 
over the country are keeping chickens on city and suburban lots.  

 

Chickens Are Educational 
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Chicken keeping offers suburban children the opportunity to learn where 

their food comes from and about healthy, sustainable, nutritious food. They will see 
first hand how kitchen scraps become garden fertilizer, which in turn produces  

nutritious vegetables. Instead of simply hearing, “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle,” they 

will actually experience it. Suburban kids can participate in 4H or FFA programs 

through keeping chickens in a suburban yard. How many schools, Youth programs, 
or other child centered activities could benefit from “chicken education”? 

 

Chickens and Emergency Preparedness 
 

Many governments are emphasizing the need for the community members to 

prepare for emergencies, both natural and synthetic. Many residents of the Eastern 
Seaboard recently experienced first-hand the effects of an area wide emergency on 

food supplies. Backyard chickens provide a constant stream of fresh eggs without 

regard to the availability of electricity or refrigeration. Backyard hens will help our 

community be more food self‐sufficient under any circumstance. 

 

Chickens and the Economic Crisis 
 

The cost of food has risen dramatically lately, including the cost of high‐
quality protein‐rich nutrient‐dense food such as pastured eggs. Pastured organic 

eggs cost $4-$5 a dozen at many local grocers. In comparison, four or five 

backyard hens will require a total of about $60 in feed each year and lay about 120 

dozen eggs between them, depending on breed and age. That is a savings of over 

$400 a year. In addition, an egg provides about 7 grams of protein, which means 
those 120 dozen eggs –obtained at a cost of $60 per year (about 50 cents a dozen) 

will supply the complete protein needs of the average woman. The ability to raise 

some of your own food can help provide a greater sense of security in insecure 
times. 

 

Governmental Concerns and Generating Income 
 

Several sources within the County Government System and Code 

Enforcement made no qualms about the writing of the current ordinance to reduce 

the possibility of “cock-fighting” among resident aliens who crossed our southern 
borders. This practice is abhorrent and we are in full support of laws to protect the 

health and well-being of any animal. But to blanket a law which is more detrimental 

to the residents as a whole than the safety of animals is not the way to protect 
them. Those who choose to engage in such cruelty will do so without regard to a 

zoning ordinance, but would more readily abstain with hefty fines and strong 

punishment. 
 

A second major concern from county officials is the rat population in many 

areas of Baltimore County. Rats have been a problem in Baltimore County for 

awhile.  With the institution of the “rid-rat” program, residents are asked to follow 
guidelines to prevent infestation of rats.   Neighborhoods are also subjected to 

annual professional pest extermination utilizing both humane and poisonous 

baiting.   
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While we can appreciate the effort made by the county to reduce the 
population, little headway is being made to the elimination of the rat population, 

not to mention the toxic runoff from broken bait baits, possibility of domestic 

animal poisoning, and the regular expense associated with the service. Obviously 

what Baltimore County is doing for the rodent problem hasn’t worked effectively. 
 

 

Forty years prior to today, chickens were in Baltimore County yards and rats 
weren’t a problem. Is there a possibility of a correlation? We have video evidence 

that chickens will in fact chase and kill rats-with multiple hens racing to get their 

piece of it. Chickens will be an improvement to the reduction of the rat population.  
Chicken feed should be kept indoors or in a metal closed can.  Scraps fed to the 

chickens should only be put inside the run of the coop and what is not consumed 

should be readily disposed of.   

 
Along with being advantageous to the community, the Baltimore County 

Government could take advantage of this movement financially. The current 

economy has made necessary the need to find alternative sources of income, not 
only for businesses, but for Government concerns. With County oversight as to the 

construction of housing for chickens, could there be instituted an oversight fee, 

permit fee or construction fee? Could there be instituted a fee for annual 
inspection? There could be an application fee for the permit to raise a small 

backyard flock? These are all possibilities which could allow for those in the 

community who wish to raise a backyard flock, as well as to help increase the 

county coffers. 
 

The Urban/Suburban Chicken Movement 

 
Chicken keeping is very popular among those who are concerned about the 

environment, among those concerned about food safety and security, and among 

those interested in self‐sufficiency and preparedness. Dozens of newspaper and 

magazine accounts of communities which have changed their laws to allow chickens 

have been written.  
 

If you have read any newspaper in the state of Maryland you will find 

multiple articles on sustainability, “the green movement”, and eating local from 

Farmers Markets, reducing miles that food is transported.   How many times have 
you seen “reduce, reuse, recycle” in the recent past?  Chickens take the circle of life 

full scale.  We feed the chickens, they eat our scraps and leftovers from the garden, 

they rid our yards of pests, and weeds.  We use their manure for fertilizer and we 
eat their eggs.  There is no waste.  Nothing goes to the landfill.  There are no 

chemicals leaching into the Bay, or pesticides that can cause multiple health issues.  

Why don’t we bring up the debate about back yard chickens in Baltimore County in 
yards less than an acre so that we aren’t just talking about being sustainable, we 

ARE SUSTAINABLE.   
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Appendix A: 
The New Coop de Ville 

(Newsweek 11/17/08) 

 

The New Coop de Ville 
The craze for urban poultry farming  

Jessica Bennett  

NEWSWEEK 
 

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—now17, 13 and 11—sat down for brunch at a local bed‐and‐breakfast, and 

suddenly the chef realized she had 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. 
 

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 
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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.  

 
 

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 
a2006 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 

chicken keeping, while 40 percent allow for one or more roosters. (Hens don't need 

roosters to lay unfertilized eggs.) 

 
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 other for comfort in the loss of a 

pet hen. 

 
Over at UrbanChickens.org,… founder K. T. LaBadie, a master's student in 

community planning, provides updates on city ordinances, info about local chicken‐
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farming classes and coop tours and has been contacted by activists hoping to 

overturn chicken bans 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. 

 

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

and urban spaces don't involve these productive animals,"  

 
        There are multiple reasons for the growing trend of keeping backyard 

chickens. "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 expect an egg every 26-28 hours. 
"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." 

 
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 in2004. "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. 

 

URL: http://www.newsweek.com/id/168740 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

http://www.newsweek.com/id/168740
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Appendix C: Property Values in Ohio 

 
Property Values and Chicken-Keeping Ordinances 

 

Suburb   Ordinances    Sales Price* 

Indian Hill   Permit    $1,019K 
Terrace Park    Generally permit   $ 400K 

Wyoming    Generally permit   $ 326K 

Symmes Twnshp  Permit    $ 313K 
Montgomery   Generally permit   $ 297K 

Evendale    Generally permit   $ 288K 

Glendale    Generally permit   $ 274K 
Mariemont    Generally permit   $ 274K 

Mason    Essentially prohibit  $ 213K 

Madeira    Generally permit   $ 212K 

Blue Ash    Case by case   $ 202K 
Loveland    Generally permit  $ 174K 

Fairfield    Essentially prohibit  $ 166K 

Sycamore Twnshp   Essentially prohibit  $ 165K 
Sharonville    Restricted    $ 157K 

Milford    Generally permit  $ 152K 

Springdale    Essentially prohibit  $ 144K 
Reading    Restricted    $ 131K 

Deer Park    Generally permit   $ 130K 

Silverton    Essentially prohibit  $ 127K 

St Bernard    Generally permit  $ 124K 
Norwood    Prohibit    $ 119K 

Mt Healthy    Essentially prohibit  $ 116K 

 
*From www.city‐data.com“Generally permit” indicates chicken‐keeping is allowed 

under minor restrictions intended to prevent chickens from becoming a nuisance 
“Restricted” indicates chicken‐keeping is nominally allowed, but ordinances will 

prevent a significant number of residents from keeping chickens “Essentially 
prohibit” indicates chicken‐keeping is nominally allowed but under such profound 

restrictions as to prevent most residents from keeping chickens 
 

 

***Although this data is for another state, As a former Realtor, I will be happy to 
research Maryland areas to the best of my ability. 
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Appendix D: History of Prohibitions on Chicken‐Keeping 

 
From Harvest of the Suburbs(2006) by Andrea Gaynor: 

 

“In the 1960s it appears that, as Andrew Brown‐May has suggested, ‘the increasing 

restriction on the keeping of productive animals was based as much on the 

abandonment of a perceived outdated rural era in favor of a progressive urban 
ideology’ as it was on concerns for health or the obviation of nuisances. This ‘urban 

ideology’ – part of the ‘modern outlook’ – included an element which lauded 

consumption and disparaged at least some types of production. Margo Huxley has 

proposed that such ‘by‐laws’ can be seen to support consumerist trends in domestic 

life by regulating the amount of (non‐horticultural) food production which can be 

undertaken on suburban blocks’, but they can also be seen as participating in 

the creation of those trends.(ed – emphasis mine.) 
In other words, the exclusion of productive animals from residential areas was one 

way in which various state instrumentalities – generally operated by middle‐class 

technocrats – sought to produce clean, modern communities people with 

cosmopolitan commuters and consumers. Although vegetable gardening and fruit 

production remained acceptable suburban pastimes, in the ideal modern suburb, 

the whine of the Victa motor mower would no longer have to compete with cuckling 
and cackling…” 

 

 
Appendix E 

BackYard Chickens in the City of Annapolis 

 
http://www.annapolis.gov/Government/Departments/DNEP/forms/Chick

en.pdf 
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