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Before the bird or the egg, 
you need the coop.   B y  k a r e n  k e B

Considerations
Decide on one of two setups: a coop with a fully enclosed, 

atached run (confined housing), or a coop inside a fenced-in 
yard where the chickens range freely (open housing). All coops 
need the basics: protection from predators and extreme weather, 
nest boxes and roosts.

Build the coop to withstand weather at its worst and to 
protect your chickens from ground and flying predators. Also, 
when drawing up the plans, consider the need to clean the coop 
and accessibility to nest boxes for gathering eggs. 

Place the coop in a wide-open space—not under trees, near 
fenceposts (where birds of prey may perch before nabbing a 
chicken), or adjacent to heavy brush or woodlands, all of which 
are predator habitats.

Space
Depending on the breed, minimum space requirements for 

chickens range from 3 to 4 square feet per bird for open housing, 
to 7 to 10 square feet per bird for confined housing. Go with the 
smaller spaces for light breeds, such as Leghorns, Americanas or 
Hamburgs; larger spaces work for heavy breeds such as Jersey 
Giants, Orpingtons or Barred Rocks.

Materials
When building your coop, look around the farm for scrap 

materials. In addition to the usual suspects, such as scrap lumber, 
plywood, decking and roofing materials, consider the following: 
wood or vinyl siding (for the exterior), PVC pipes (for framing 
the structure), vinyl or linoleum flooring (for easy-clean coop 
floors), and Plexiglas or fiberglass sheeting (for windows, walls or 
skylights).

Nest Boxes
Hens prefer a dark, protected place to lay their eggs. A good 

coop design will provide exterior access to the nest boxes to 
make egg collection easy. Rather than a large “community” box, 
install multiple, small boxes for your laying hens that turn out 
cleaner eggs and discourages egg eating. 

You can make nest boxes, buy them from a farm supply store, 
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For resources on build-your-own and pre-fabricated 

coops, see go.myfarmlife.com/chickencoops.

There’S No deNyiNg The BeNefiTS of raising chickens: fresh 

eggs for eating or hatching, droppings for garden fertilizer, farmyard 

entertainment, of course, and at the end of the line … the stewpot.

But before you place that call to your favorite hatchery, you’ll 

need to think about housing, because it doesn’t take long for chicks 

to become chickens. With a little planning and some DIY acumen, 

you can set yourself up with a low-maintenance coop for the birds. 

Consider the options:

 ■ A pre-fabricated coop delivered to your door: This is the 

epitome of instant gratification, however, prepare to spend some 

significant cash. Plus, there will be “some assembly required” on 

your part. Available from many manufacturers easily found on 

the Web, these coops range in price and complexity. If you are 

concerned with aesthetics, and want nothing but the best for your 

birds, a pre-fab coop is a great way to go. 

 ■ re-purposing an existing structure: The most inexpensive 

option, using something you already have “laying around” will 

require some ingenuity and perhaps retrofitting. Candidates for 

conversion include an old barn, shed, grain bin, hog shelter, 

unused livestock trailer or truck camper shell.

 ■ Building with recycled or new materials: You’ll need a plan 

(see web link below), but this option provides the most flexibility. 

If you’re the creative type, you’ll love designing the coop to meet 

your needs for functionality and aesthetics.

Build a Chicken Coop
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