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If You Keep a Flock of Chickens for Eggs, then June 21 is an Important
Date

Most everybody knows that June 21 is the longest day of the year. In Kansas, this means we have sun for 14
hours and 55 minutes on that day. Exposure to light is stimulates a hen to lay eggs, and the length of the day
determines when they begin laying and when they stop. Longer days in the spring induces egg production while
shorter days in the fall prompts hens to go into a rest period.

We get many calls from people who notice that egg production has dropped. This is good to note because
production is often a leading indicator of flock health. But if this happens in the fall, this could be due to slowing
of the natural egg cycle of hens if you are not using artificial light in your hen house and the days are getting
shorter. Because a small light bulb is enough to stimulate egg production in hens, flock owners can choose to
extend the egg season through winter by simply adding light to the henhouse to keep the “day” longer. It is an
easy process, but beware that understanding how light affects the egg cycle may be a bit confusing.

If you have a mature laying hen, when the days start getting longer in spring, light stimulates a little gland called
the pineal gland near the midbrain that secrets hormones to start the egg laying process, and this requires
around 13 hours of light per day. So long as the daylength increases, the gland keeps getting “reset” to the
longer photoperiod. This reset time is important to remember when using light to manage egg production.

On June 21, the photoperiod is longest, and this resets the hen to the longest day of the year at 14 hours and 55
minutes in our state. However, we need to add a little more because there is something called “civil twilight”
which is the time before and after sunrise or sunset when it is still bright enough to do basic tasks outdoors. This
amount of light may also help set the gland or egg clock on a chicken. Most Kansas poultry keepers “round up”
to 16 hours of light per day to keep laying hens in production.

After June 21, without using lights, the days start getting a bit shorter each day, until at some point, there is not
enough light to stimulate the hen to keep laying. In Kansas, this starts happening about when the Kansas State
Fair is held in early September. At this time, you might see egg production begin to drop and some birds begin
shedding feathers as they begin to molt. Hens do not lay while molting.

The decrease in light does not result in an instant drop in egg production, but is influenced by breed, condition,
age, etc. If you purchased chicks late in the spring and you have young pullets, they may have matured as the
daylength has decreased, and you will probably get eggs in the fall from these birds. In fact, if you have new
pullets, | recommend that you light stimulate the pullets and get eggs all through winter.

If you want to have eggs during winter, then you will need light to stimulate the birds for 16 hours a day. Many
flock owners use 16 hours of total light per day as the maximum number of hours of light to keep hens in egg
production, so it is easy to remember. You do not need to keep a light on all day, but you need to have artificial
light added to the day so that the total of natural plus artificial light is 16 hours. You can use a light timer, and a
40-watt LED bulb in the hen house or roosting area and this should stimulate the birds to lay. | prefer to add
time in the evening, but you can add the time in the morning, or even add time at both the start and end of each
day. For example, if sunrise is at 7 AM and sunset is at 6 PM, that is a total of 11 hours of natural light. You will
need to add 5 more hours of artificial light to keep the day length at 16 hours of total light.



The strategy to manage hens you just purchased as chicks or pullets in the spring is to light them for 16 hours
after June 21, keep them going full speed all through winter and spring, then pull the plug on your bulb on June
21 the following year. This means that those birds have been laying a good, strong first cycle, and after June 21
the gland will begin to register less light each day until they molt and rest in the fall. A rest period into late
Oct/Nov is good for them to replenish calcium for eggs and build new feathers. The period of rest varies by
breed but somewhere around 8 weeks would probably work for most home flocks. If you want eggs for the
holidays, then you need to start your lights again after the rest. If you don’t start lights, most breeds of chickens
will not start laying again until early spring.

One caution on setting your lighting times is the presence of stray light. Stray light could affect the stimulation of
your birds for egg production. If this light sneaks in all night long, it could even reset the clock on your hens to 24
hours! Two major sources of stray light are barn and yard lights and light that comes from bulbs or heaters
intended to keep birds warm in winter. First, mature birds in good health and feather cover, with a place where
they can stay dry and out of the wind, do not need the heat from a light bulb in the henhouse in Kansas. Dealing
with the stray light from a barn light is more difficult, especially with the new LED style lights that can spread
bright light over a wide area. You will either need to move your hens, put the barn light on a timer, or
substantially shield the light away from your birds.

Do not forget to check on your timers occasionally. Power outages and daylight changes could affect your 16-
hour cycle. One type of timer | find useful is one that reads the natural light, then adjusts the start time as
needed while keeping the dark period steady. This saves energy costs and requires less monitoring.

Using light to manage your birds is a great strategy to get more eggs during the year. There are many breeds of
chickens that could easily handle increased egg production. Keeping a well-managed egg production cycle is also
useful for maintaining egg quality. Time for rest in the fall allows your birds to molt and have new feathers
before winter arrives, while also building up calcium supply for thicker eggshells in the next cycle.

Tips on Feeding Small Broiler Flocks for Meat

Quite a few people grow a batch of meat-type Cornish-Rock chicks each year to process and fill their
freezers. We get a lot of questions about using starter, grower, and finisher rations for these types of chicks.
This is called “phase feeding” and the strategy is to reduce the nutrient content of the feed (and thus costs)
as the birds grow, consume more volume, and require fewer nutrients.

Most small flock owners offer a starter for 3 weeks, a grower for 3 weeks, and then a finisher for the last
week. However, the exact timing of the switch is not crucial, so if you still have a bag of starter left after
week three, then simply keep using it until it’s all gone — don’t waste it! You can do this for each phase. In
fact, a lot of the time | like to let them keep going after they reach my target weight until all the feed is used

up!

If your feed supplier is out of one phase, don’t worry too much, just extend what you have, then move to the
next phase when the feed is available. If you find yourself with a lot of one phase, then just use it up! On a small
scale, the economics of poultry meat production differs from commercial poultry growers who change phases on
specific days. On a small scale, my goal is to use up all the feed | have on hand so that | do not waste money by
leaving unused feed.

One thing to consider, however, is using medicated feed. Be sure to follow the label if your feed is medicated.
Often, medicated feeds may have a required withdrawal time so these feeds cannot be fed into the finisher
phase.



Question of the Month: Where do | call to apply for a contract to grow
commercial broilers in Kansas?

It is unfortunate, but there are no opportunities to grow commercial broilers on contract in Kansas. The
reason is due to a lack of processing operations in our state. | have seen estimates of up to 30,000
contract growers in the US who grow poultry. The reason you cannot contract and grow birds without a
processing plant nearby is the cost of transportation. Chicks, feed, finished birds, etc. must be
transported to and from the grow out farms, and as you know, the cost of truck transportation is high. In
many areas, a contract grower will need to be within 25-50 miles of the processing plant. In Kansas, we
do have an advantage to offer contracts further away with our good quality, straight roads that move
products more efficiently. But until we have a processing plant, Kansas is out of the game.

Though the state of Kansas is a great place to grow birds and sits almost in the epicenter of poultry
production in the USA, there are no commercial broiler operations located within Kansas borders. lowa,
Missouri, Oklahoma, Nebraska, and Arkansas have major broiler production, but not Kansas.



The Poultry and Gamebird Research Center has a new address!

If you have ever tried to locate us on a map online, you probably saw a map with a dot that seemed to
be located out in the middle of a field. Well, we are still in the middle of a field, but the road we are
located on has changed names to “Animal Science Road.” We are at 3058 Animal Science Road,
Manhattan, KS 66506. The last time | checked, the only mapping app that showed our location correctly
was Google Maps. Yes, we have a new name too, and with the address change we need a new sign!
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