COPING WITH SEASONAL SETBACKS by Terry A. Tuxford

There are times during the breeding season when hens can be the most unpredictable of creatures. We all hope that following pairing up, she will go about her preparations for egg laying, the eggs will be laid on alternate days, all will be fertile, incubation will be trouble-free and chicks will hatch and be fed diligently. However, seldom does this plan come to fruition and we are always faced with problems of one kind or another. Most of these difficulties can be met with common sense but this has to be gained with experience and yet again we are faced with several options of action to take, each recommended by a leading fancier.

A rare occurrence is the hen who decides to eject her eggs from the nest box. Occasionally this can be an inherited problem and nothing can be done to cure the habit, however, more often than not the reason is due to the hen not being in full breeding condition. She instinctively knows her condition is not at its optimum for rearing chicks and so the eggs are ejected as they are laid. The best course of action is to re-flight the hen and allow her to readjust and then to try her later on. One of the problems that I experienced a few years ago is the hens that lay their eggs in the breeding cage, rather than in the nest box. Usually these are young hens that perhaps have not yet learnt the difference between an egg that requires laying and the need to excrete. If wood shavings are used on the cage floor or there is a build up of seed husk it is quite usual for the egg to fall from the hen on the perch to the floor quite intact. As incubation will not have commenced, even if the egg is stone cold but assuming it is fertile, development will start quite normally if the egg is placed under a sitting hen. Before the egg is put with a hen it should be gently warmed and if you own one, an incubator is ideal for this operation. Alternatively, the warmth from your hands will also do the trick.

As for the hen, if nature has brought about the correct changes she will be broody and will often accept the egg herself, with it being placed in the nest box. Personally, I prefer to use a known clear egg to try her out and foster her own egg to another hen.

Often this proves to be successful and the remainder of the clutch is laid in the nest box. On some rare occasions the hen will lay the entire clutch of eggs off the perch and in one particular instance all I did was to up pick up the eggs from the cage floor as they were dropped, incubation was quite normal and a nest of healthy chicks were reared.

No matter how carefully you pair your birds, ensuring that they all appear to be in breeding condition, you will always have a number of totally clear nests, indicating that the pair has not successfully mated. When this occurs you then have to decide when these infertile eggs are discarded and the pair started off again. I must admit that in my experience, a first clear round is often followed by one that is also clear, especially when the pair are experienced. Returning to the decision of when to discard the clear eggs, the most logical time is on the day when the first chick would have hatched had the eggs been full. This should have the least effect in throwing the hen out of breeding cycle.

An alternative to this is to use the pair with the clear eggs as foster parents for another bird's chicks. The action of feeding and rearing often ensures that the subsequent round is more successful but there is no guarantee.

Now and then you will have a hen who is apparently too successful and proceeds to lay 8 or 9 or even more eggs, all of which are fertile. It is always tempting to foster a number of the eggs to other hens but in my experience the greatest success rate is achieved by allowing the hen to brood the entire clutch. As the chicks hatch and are rung it is these that I would move and place with foster parents until there are four chicks left, these can be reared by their true parents.

Alternatively, you may be unfortunate, due to timing, and have nowhere to foster the chicks to, so there is no other course but to allow the hen to continue with both the full compliment of chicks and eggs. Seldom can a hen cover more than five developing chicks and eggs, and so when the fifth egg has hatched the remaining eggs will have to be fostered as you have little other choice. In my view it is better to have some doubts over the pedigree of a chick than to have no chick at all.

Budgie World News March 2005

