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 Raising chickens for egg production can 

be a rewarding experience for anyone 

interested in caring for interesting and 

entertaining animals while making some extra 

money in the process. One of the most 

common misconceptions about chicken eggs is 

that a rooster is needed to produce an egg 

from a hen. Most chickens will lay an egg 

every 22-24 hours, depending on the weather, 

proper feeding, proper lighting conditions, and 

their level of stress.  Without a rooster 

present, the eggs are simply not fertilized, and 

no baby chick will form in the egg. If a rooster is present in the flock, fertilization can occur. To 

stop the fertilization process, refrigerate the eggs at 40°F within 24 hours. 

 If you purchase chickens as eggs or baby chicks, you can expect them to start laying at 

around five to six months of age, but this varies with breed. In fact, breed determines several 

factors such as egg production rate, egg color, and egg size. You can have white, blue, green, 

pink, brown, and all shades of eggs in between. This could be a consideration if you are looking 

to attract a certain market, but be aware that egg shell color does not affect the nutritional 

value of the egg. That's right - brown eggs are not healthier for you than white eggs, contrary to 

myth. The method of raising the chicken is the biggest factor in how nutritious or delicious an 

egg may be. 

Egg laws 

 If you are interested in selling eggs to others, be sure to research your state's shell egg 

law. Each state's law varies greatly with consideration to selling at an open market, as 

wholesale to restaurants, or from your home. For example, in Alabama, if you want to sell eggs 

from your home, no special labeling is required. But if you want to sell at the local farmer's 

market, you will need to affix a label on your egg carton stating the name and address of the 

farm, the grade, the weight class, and the date on which the eggs were graded
(1)

. This is not as 

daunting as it sounds and is in place simply to regulate what is being sold. 

 Selling wholesale is also a different story. Looking at Alabama law again, wholesale egg 

dealers must have a permit from the Commissioner of Agriculture and all cases and cartons 

must be clearly labeled with the egg grade, standards, and weight
(2)

. Uniformity of individual 

egg sizes and weights is much more important in wholesale, while open market selling grade is 

determined by the weight of each carton as a whole. For instance, if a carton weighs 1.5 lbs., 



those eggs are considered Large weight.  At 1.69 lbs., the eggs are then Extra Large.  Both 

Tennessee and Georgia have similar laws with all three states having exemptions from the need 

for a dealer's license if you're selling eggs from your own flock. Be sure to check out the specific 

egg laws from your state's Department of Agriculture before selling any eggs. 

 Grading is a measure of egg quality done by the USDA, falling into three categories: 

Grade AA, Grade A, and Grade B. Both Grades AA and A require that the eggs be clean, 

unbroken, and with a normal egg shape. Grade AA requires the air cell (at the egg's tip) to be no 

more than 1/8", while Grade A calls for a 3/16" air cell. The egg whites and yolks must be free 

from any flaws or blemishes, but Grade A allows a slightly "less firm" egg white than Grade AA.  

Grade B eggs are a bit different as they may have visual flaws with watery whites or abnormal 

yolks. These eggs are not usually sold directly to the general public as they are used to create 

liquid or dried egg products.
 (3)

 

Chicken Health and Nutrition 

 In conventional large-scale egg 

production, the chickens are often under 

tremendous stress and are fed medicated 

feed to help overcome the health 

problems that arise from that stress. 

Chickens can be "tricked" into laying much 

more frequently than is natural with a 

constant light source and small cages to 

prevent them from doing much else.  

 On the flip side, free ranging a 

chicken is the best way to make sure that 

the animal lives a happy life and your eggs 

are as nutritious as nature intended. Free 

ranging simply means that you are allowing the chicken to hunt and peck for all or most of its 

own food, scratch in the dirt for natural grit, and bask in the sun during a relaxing dirt bath. 

Roosting on a high perch or a low tree branch at night is also enjoyable to a chicken, and helps 

them feel safe and secure. 

 If you do provide your chickens with feed, make sure it is free from hormones and any 

medication. Tractor Supply Company and Stockdale's sell these types of un-medicated chicken 

layer feed locally. Also make sure to research natural remedies for common ailments that may 

affect your chickens. For example, apple cider vinegar added to your flock's water supply will 

not only prevent any algae build-up in the dish, but is also a wonderful de-wormer. Oregano is 

an effective antibiotic for chickens as recently highlighted in the New York Times. 
(4) 

Climate considerations 

 Most chicken breeds are hearty and can withstand both hot and cold weather with no 

problems, but there are specifics to consider when it comes to egg production and the time of 

year. When the weather gets colder, chickens will lay less frequently. This is not due to the 
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Security 

 Chickens are relatively defenseless animals and they

many common predators. A rooster will fight to the death to protect his hens, but he

no match for a hungry coyote, hawk, stray dog, or even weasel.

 Other animals can be added to your pasture for protection such as turkeys, geese, 

donkeys, or livestock guardian dogs. The male turkey is very protective if raised from a poult 

with the chicken flock, and geese will sound their alarms so loudly that it scares most anima

away. Donkeys are usually used to protect calves and goats, but they

used with chickens because the chickens are too small to bother them. Donkeys are most 

effective if you have a problem with larger predators, like coyotes, and 

you can often get a donkey for next to nothing. 

 A good livestock guardian dog like a Great Pyrenees will spend his days and nights 

scaring away any intruders that may threaten his chicken friends, but he must be raised as a 

puppy exclusively with the animals he

would lose several chickens each night, no matter how securely we locked them in the barn. 

The weasels and raccoons in our area knew that there was a free meal inside t
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Extremely hot weather can also cause issues with chickens. While the food sources may 

be plentiful in the hottest summer months, a chicken will not want to go out hunting for 

covered in a blanket of feathers. This is often when you will 

chickens relaxing in the shade, but no 

special accommodations are usually 

needed beyond plenty of water and a 

break from direct sunlight.

 Hot or cold weather extremes can 

also affect your eggs and you should 

schedule collection times more frequently 

during those days. Freezing temperatures 

can ruin an egg yolk and any temperature 

over 100° F (the temperature for egg 

hatching) can result in a spoiled egg very 

quickly. 
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many common predators. A rooster will fight to the death to protect his hens, but he

no match for a hungry coyote, hawk, stray dog, or even weasel. 

can be added to your pasture for protection such as turkeys, geese, 

donkeys, or livestock guardian dogs. The male turkey is very protective if raised from a poult 

with the chicken flock, and geese will sound their alarms so loudly that it scares most anima

away. Donkeys are usually used to protect calves and goats, but they are also effective when 

used with chickens because the chickens are too small to bother them. Donkeys are most 

effective if you have a problem with larger predators, like coyotes, and thanks to overbreeding, 

get a donkey for next to nothing.  

A good livestock guardian dog like a Great Pyrenees will spend his days and nights 

scaring away any intruders that may threaten his chicken friends, but he must be raised as a 

exclusively with the animals he is meant to protect. Before we had guardian animals, we 

would lose several chickens each night, no matter how securely we locked them in the barn. 

The weasels and raccoons in our area knew that there was a free meal inside those red wooden 

daylight. The light tells a chicken's body that it is time to 

l keep lights on sometimes all day and 

Colder weather also means fewer food choices on the pasture. Bugs will be hiding and 

vegetation will be dormant, so the chickens will need a supplemental feed during the winter 

In the south, this isn't as big of an issue, but if a chicken isn't getting the proper 

laying eggs. Frostbitten combs or wattles 

re to break any ice build-up in the 

Extremely hot weather can also cause issues with chickens. While the food sources may 

want to go out hunting for 

will find your 

chickens relaxing in the shade, but no 

odations are usually 

needed beyond plenty of water and a 

break from direct sunlight. 

Hot or cold weather extremes can 

your eggs and you should 

schedule collection times more frequently 

during those days. Freezing temperatures 

can ruin an egg yolk and any temperature 

F (the temperature for egg 

hatching) can result in a spoiled egg very 

re at the top of the menu for 

many common predators. A rooster will fight to the death to protect his hens, but he is often 

can be added to your pasture for protection such as turkeys, geese, 

donkeys, or livestock guardian dogs. The male turkey is very protective if raised from a poult 

with the chicken flock, and geese will sound their alarms so loudly that it scares most animals 

re also effective when 

used with chickens because the chickens are too small to bother them. Donkeys are most 

thanks to overbreeding, 

A good livestock guardian dog like a Great Pyrenees will spend his days and nights 

scaring away any intruders that may threaten his chicken friends, but he must be raised as a 

Before we had guardian animals, we 

would lose several chickens each night, no matter how securely we locked them in the barn. 

hose red wooden 



walls, and they were not fooled by traps or door latches.  

 A good chicken coop is also an effective safeguard against threats, but if you free-range 

your flock, you will need to remember to lock them up in the coop each night.  If the coop has 

nest boxes and plenty of roosting spots, the chickens will always return to their safe home at 

dusk. 

Designing your coop for eggs 

 Any secure room can house chickens, 

but there are a few considerations when 

designing a coop used specifically for laying 

hens. 

 First off, you will want to build plenty 

of nest boxes. I have found that one nest box 

per five or six chickens works well since they 

do not all lay at once. When they do lay, they 

usually find the best nest box and all take 

turns in that one anyway. Make sure the nest 

boxes are high off the ground because 

chickens want to feel like their eggs will be as 

safe as possible. You may be surprised to 

learn that most chickens can fly seven or eight feet in the air. 

Another important consideration is the accessibility of your nest boxes. If you have a closed 

coop or even one that you close at night, you will want those nest boxes to be accessible from 

the outside of the coop. This is a greater convenience than you might realize and allows for 

quicker egg collection. You can find dozens of wonderful coop design projects online, most of 

which have outer nest box doors. 

Cleanliness and food safety 

 Not only is it important to provide a clean environment for the chickens by cleaning 

their coop litter frequently, but the nest boxes themselves need to be cleaned of chicken 

droppings and stocked with fresh hay frequently to prevent soiled egg shells. Since the 

occasional soiled egg shell is inevitable, you will need to remember some important facts about 

how eggs shells work before reaching for that soap and water to clean them. 

 The shell itself is protected by a thin coating that not only prevents bacteria and dirt 

from entering the porous material itself, but it is also designed to allow air circulation for the 

baby chick while it grows. When you clean an egg with soap and water, you remove that 

protective coating, allowing bacteria to enter the shell, which can spoil the egg very quickly.  

The best way to clean an egg shell is with a dry cloth after the soiled area is completely dry.  

There are many times when a shell is too soiled to sell, but those are the eggs you just use 

yourself! Remember, a soiled egg shell is considered a Grade B egg and cannot be sold as any 

higher grade. 



Egg care and storage 

 When each of your hens is laying an egg a day, even a small flock of 20

provide quite a stockpile of eggs in just a few short days, so a storage plan is important. 

According to federal food safety guidelines, a raw egg in the shell can be stored in a

at 40°F for three to five weeks. 
(5)

 Store your eggs pointy side down to preserve the air cell and be sure to keep careful 

track of when your eggs were laid, selling the oldest first. We never have eggs in storage for 

more than a week to meet constant demand from our customers, but it

Conclusion 

 You may notice a recurring theme in this article that centers 

safety and raising your layer hens naturally. When yo

birds, that care continues on through to the sale of the eggs themselves.

 While small-scale egg production alone may not make you filth

charge a competitive price to reflect the extra ca

of eggs for under a dollar at a large chain grocery store, but aware consumers are learning to 

respect the fact that healthy, local food costs more because it
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of your hens is laying an egg a day, even a small flock of 20-30 chickens can 

provide quite a stockpile of eggs in just a few short days, so a storage plan is important. 

According to federal food safety guidelines, a raw egg in the shell can be stored in a
(5)

 

Store your eggs pointy side down to preserve the air cell and be sure to keep careful 

track of when your eggs were laid, selling the oldest first. We never have eggs in storage for 

et constant demand from our customers, but it is important to keep 

records and rotate your cartons accordingly.

you are ever unsure about the freshness of an 

egg, you can always drop it into a bowl of 

water. If it floats, it is spoiled and should be 

discarded. 
(6)

 

 You can find egg cartons relatively cheap 

if bought in bulk. Eggboxes.com is a wonderful 

resource for cheap shipping boxes, labels, 

cartons of every shape and size, and

carton printing services. If you a

buy a small quantity of cartons, Tractor Supply 

Company sells them right off the shelf, but for 

much more money per carton. 

You may notice a recurring theme in this article that centers on the importance of food 

safety and raising your layer hens naturally. When you start with a foundation built on healthy 

birds, that care continues on through to the sale of the eggs themselves. 

scale egg production alone may not make you filthy rich, it is

charge a competitive price to reflect the extra care put into your eggs. Anyone can find a carton 

of eggs for under a dollar at a large chain grocery store, but aware consumers are learning to 

respect the fact that healthy, local food costs more because it is worth more. 
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