
LESSON 8: RURAL BACKYARD POULTRY FARMING 

 

STRUCTURE 

• Backyard Farming 

• Breeds and their performance 

• Management of backyard birds 

• Constraints in backyard farming 

• Summary   

 

LEARNING OUTCOME 

After going through this lesson, you will be able to: 

• Define backyard poultry farming 

• Identify different breeds of backyard chicken 

• Describe the care and management of backyard birds 

• List the constraints in backyard rearing of birds 

 

BACKYARD FARMING 

Backyard Poultry Farming (Fig. 1) by and large is a low input or no input activity and is 

characterized by indigenous night shelter, scavenging system with little supplementary 

feeding, natural hatching of chicks, poor productivity of birds (low egg production and 

reduced weight gain), local marketing and no proper health care practice. Since time 

immemorial, the backyard poultry farming in India has played an important role to meet the 

domestic as well as socio-cultural needs of the rural people. Recently, the traditional poultry 

farming in villages, which was the primary source of animal protein and supplementary 

income for more than 50 per cent of the population of this country, has suffered due to 

commercialization.  In true sense, the backyard poultry rearing consists of 5 to 10 birds per 

household. The major constraints identified for this farming system were high incidence of 

diseases, lack of suitable germplasm and attack by predators. 

     

Fig. 1. Backyard Poultry Farming in Different Parts of the Country 



In backyard poultry farming, most of the farmers keep the birds in kuccha house prepared 

using locally available materials like broken bricks, mud, tiles, wire net, wood etc. whereas, 

only a few people generally keep the birds in pucca house. The average length, breadth and 

height of the poultry house constructed normally are 4 feet, 3.5 feet and 2.5 feet, respectively. 

Such houses are easy to clean and help in frequent removal of droppings thus reducing 

susceptibility to diseases and parasites.  

 

Under this system, the farmers release the birds early in the morning and leave the birds for 

scavenging in the surroundings of the house, fields, gardens, village, alleys etc. During 

scavenging, the birds generally consume ants, earthworms, grasshoppers, green grasses, 

kitchen waste, leafy vegetables, seeds etc. In addition to scavenging, sometimes, the poultry 

owners offer a handful of broken bajra, maize, rice, wheat etc.  

 

Normally, the poultry owners follow the process of natural hatching of chicks, where the desi 

broody hens are used as natural incubator. Women are generally engaged in caring of broody 

hens by providing them nesting place, food and water till hatching. The nesting places are 

generally located in isolated dark corner of the house to avoid any disturbance and are usually 

provided with a sufficient litter and bedding material. Generally, 8-10 eggs are set under each 

broody hen and after 21 days, the chicks are hatched out. After hatching, the chicks are 

generally removed on the second or third day from the broody hens and allowed to scavenge 

with their mother. The average age at first laying is around 7-8 months. The weight of eggs 

range from 35 to 40 g.  Average egg production of 50-60 eggs per hen per year. The average 

body weight and age at the time of disposal of bird is 1.5 to 2 kg and 70-80 weeks, 

respectively.  

 

In the North-eastern India, the demand for rural backyard poultry is quite high especially in 

tribal areas. The small rural producers produce coloured birds and brown shelled eggs under 

backyard poultry and their products meet the requirements of the rural consumers. Thus, 

there is a need to take up specific rural poultry production programme. 

 

With the initiative of Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR), New Delhi, the All 

India Coordinated Research Project on Poultry (AICRPP) started programme for up gradation 

of low input technology birds in different parts of the country and finally release certain high 

yielding varieties like Giriraja, Gramlakshmi, Grampriya, Krishilayer, Vanaraja etc. 



Backyard farming is a traditional extensive system of rearing poultry with an average flock 

size of 5 to 20 native breed or non-descript fowls or improved backyard birds by farm 

families to meet their dietary needs or small cash needs. It is not an occupation but a 

supplementary household activity. Here, the birds are mainly reared for food security and 

supplementary income. Women and children in the house will take care of these birds along 

with their regular household activities. Under this system of farming, birds are housed at 

night but allowed free-range during the day. They are usually fed a handful of grain in the 

morning and evening to supplement scavenging. As such, no specific feeding is required. A 

little increase in the care provided to a small poultry flock will improve livability, growth rate 

and egg production. Usually non-descript fowls or specific breeds or strains developed for 

this purpose are used. High yielding exotic varieties fail to give better results under this 

system.  

 

Backyard poultry production forms the basis for transforming the rural poultry sector from 

subsistence to a more economically productive base. Also, increased backyard poultry 

production would result in a positive impact on household food security both in terms of 

increased dietary intake as well as income generation. Hence, increasing meat and egg 

production from backyard poultry has been a major concern of Government of India for many 

years and supported by various programmes to improve backyard poultry production. This 

has resulted in release of some important backyard poultry varieties viz., Debendra, Giriraja, 

Gramapriya, Krishna-J, Swarnadhara, Vanaraja etc. 

 

Importance of Backyard Poultry Farming 

Backyard poultry, a traditional system of poultry keeping is a part of livestock rearing 

practiced by rural folks since time immemorial. It is a type of organic farming with no 

harmful residue in egg and meat. It is an eco-friendly approach. Further, these are very active 

in pest control, provide manure and required for special festivals and traditional ceremonies. 

Backyard poultry is advantageous as it provides supplementary income in shortest possible 

time with very minimum capital investment, simple in operation and ensures availability of 

egg and meat even in remote rural areas. As the local birds are used mostly, they got better 

adaptability and protect themselves from predators and diseases. Backyard poultry, due to its 

least demanding nature in terms of infrastructure has been widely accepted by the rural poor.  

Scavenging backyard poultry farming is practiced in tropical countries like India, Bangladesh 

etc.  Under this system, the birds are confined to a large or small fenced area where they 



receive more care and shelter. The birds can scavenge for food during the day. As such they 

are not confined completely as in case of commercial system, but night shelters are provided 

to birds and these are used to confine the birds in night. As such, no specific feeding is 

required but they are usually fed a handful of grain in the morning and evening to supplement 

scavenging. The flock contains, usually the birds of same species but may be of mixed sex 

and age groups. The growth rate and egg production is better than the free range system as 

some extra care is taken in this and uniformity of flock is there. Consumption of eggs and 

meat by own family is the major motivation for the farmer to rear the birds in their backyard 

and they are able to efficiently use the waste grains, house hold scraps and leftover kitchen 

wastes for feeding the birds. This system requires the following to increase returns compared 

to free range poultry. 

   High yielding birds which are capable of scavenging in the field. 

   Substantial supplementary feeding and proper housing for better production. 

   Proper vaccination and medication schedule to reduce mortality due to diseases. 

 

BREEDS AND THEIR PERFORMANCE 

As mentioned earlier, few improved backyard poultry varieties have been developed for egg, 

meat and dual purpose. For your understanding they are described briefly with relevant 

photographs in this section. 

 

Varieties developed by CARI  

Four important varieties of backyard poultry are developed by ICAR-Central Avian Research 

Institute (CARI) which are detailed below: 

 

(i) CARl Debendra 

This is a medium-sized dual-purpose bird suitable for backyard rural poultry production 

system (Fig. 2). It was developed by crossing coloured synthetic broiler line as male line and 

Rhode Island Red (RIR) as female line at ICAR-CARI, Izatnagar – 243 122 (UP). The bird 

achieves moderate body weight of 1200 g at eight weeks of age with economic feed 

conversion ratio of 2.6. The meat has lower carcass and abdominal fat than broiler meat, 

which makes it a consumer’s delight. It is a suitable bird for rural poultry because of its better 

survivability and moderate egg production ability. From 100 Debendra birds under semi 

scavenging system, 20000 brown-shelled eggs can be obtained per year with a net return of     

Rs. 25,000.   

 



Production Characteristics 

Body weight at 8 weeks    1100-1200 g 

Body weight at 10 weeks    1400 - 1500 g 

Body weight at 12 weeks    1700 - 1800 g 

Feed conversion ratio (0 to 8 weeks)                2.5-2.6 

Age at sexual maturity    155 - 160 days 

Annual egg production    190-200 

Livability (Growing)      97% 

Livability (Laying)                 94% 

 

 

Fig 2. CARI - Debendra 

 

(ii) CARI Nirbheek: 

It is a cross of Indian native breed Aseel with CARI Red developed for free range as well as 

backyard poultry production. These (Fig. 3) are very active birds, large in size, aggressive in 

nature with high stamina and majestic gait. They are able to save themselves from predators 

due to their fighting characters and activeness. They are also adopted to all climatic zones of 

the country for backyard production.  

Production Characteristics 

Body weight at 20 weeks    1350 g 

Age at sexual maturity     176 days 

Annual egg production     198 

Egg weight at 40 weeks     54 g 

Fertility      88% 

Hatchability FES                81% 



 

Fig. 3 CARI - Nirbheek 

(iii) CARI Upcari: 

 CARI Upcari (Fig. 4) has been developed utilizing Indian native chicken with Frizzle 

plumage. These are multicoloured birds with single comb and medium body size. Presence of 

Frizzle plumage helps in fast dissipation of heat due to which birds are better adopted 

specially in tropical climate in arid zones under backyard production.     

Production Characteristics 

 

Body weight at 20 weeks   1285 g 

Age at sexual maturity   165 days 

Annual egg production   220 

Egg weight at 40 weeks   60 g 

Fertility    90% 

Hatchability FES   84% 

 

 

Fig. 4 CARI - Upcari 

 

 



(iv) CARI Hitcari: 

This variety has been developed utilizing Indian native chicken with naked neck plumage, 

which are adapted to tropical climate especially for hot and humid coastal regions of the 

country. These multicoloured birds (Fig.5) have single as well as pea comb and birds are 

larger in built.          

Production Characteristics 

Body weight at 20 weeks   1320 g 

Age at sexual maturity   178 days 

Annual egg production   200 

Egg weight at 40 weeks   61 g 

Fertility    92% 

Hatchability FES              81% 

 

 

Fig. 5 CARI - Hitcari 

(v) CARI Shyama  

It is a cross of Kadakanath breed of Indian native chicken with CARI Red. Birds have 

plumage of various colours dominated by black. The skin, beak, shank, toes and soles are 

dark gray in colour. The peculiarity of this bird (Fig. 6) is that most of the internal organs 

(muscles and tissues) show the characteristics black pigmentation. The black colour of 

muscles and tissues is due to deposition of melanin pigment, which causes increase in protein 

and decrease of fat and muscle fibre. 

 

Fig. 6 CARI - Shyama 



Production Characteristics 

Body weight at 20 weeks    1120 g  

Age at sexual maturity     170 days 

Annual egg production     210 

Egg weight at 40 weeks    53 g  

Fertility      85% 

Hatchability FES                82% 

 

For further information or to obtain chicks of Debendra, Hitcari, Nirbheek, Shyama and 

Upcari you may contact Director, ICAR-CARI, Izatnagar, Bareilly-243 122 (U.P). Phone 

numbers: 0581- 2300204 and 2303223. 

The other native breeds evolved and acclimatized over the period of time are also being 

reared in smaller numbers in different parts of the country. The names of these breeds are 

given below for your information: 

Breed Home Tract 

Ankaleshwar Gujarat 

Aseel (Fig. 7) Andhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh 

Busra Gujarat and Maharashtra 

Chittagong Meghalaya and Tripura 

Danki Andhra Pradesh 

Daothigir Assam 

Ghagus Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka 

Harringhata Black West Bengal 

Kadaknath (Fig. 8) Madhya Pradesh 

Kalasthi Andhra Pradesh 

Kashmir Faverolla Jammu and Kashmir 

Miri Assam 

Nicobari Andaman & Nicobar 

Punjab Brown Punjab and Haryana 

Tellichery Kerala 

 



                                            

Fig. 7 Aseel                            Fig. 8 Kadaknath 

Giriraja and Swarnadhara 

Giriraja (Fig. 9) and Swarnadhara (Fig. 10) varieties were developed by Karnataka 

Veterinary, Animal and Fishery Sciences University, Bangalore. The hybrid coloured chicken 

variety named Giriraja was developed for backyard rearing by College of Veterinary Science, 

Bangalore.  The birds have a high egg production potential along with better growth 

compared to local varieties and are suited for mixed and backyard farming. Giriraja female 

lays about 130-150 eggs a year. Each egg weighs about 52-55 g. The eggs have a good 

hatchability (80-85 per cent) and enable the farmers to raise their own stock. Day-old chick 

weighs about 42-45g. The eggshell is brown in colour and thicker than that of other 

commercial eggs and does not break easily. The eggs are priced at a premium rate of Rs. 3 to 

4 in the local market. For backyard rearing, a flock of five hens and one cock can be ideally 

grown. No special care is required to grow them. They can be raised as free roaming birds 

and can be fed with locally available materials. Being good scavengers, they feed on a variety 

of insects and green foliage. They can also be fed on farm and kitchen waste. The birds are 

resistant to many diseases except Ranikhet disease.  

  

                               Fig. 9 Giriraja                            Fig. 10 Swarnadhara 

Swarnadhara chickens have a high egg production potential along with better growth 

compared to other local varieties and are suited for mixed and backyard farming. The bird 

can be reared for its eggs and meat. It attains maturity from the 22-23rd week after hatching. 



Hens attain a body weight of about 3 kg and cocks about 4 kg. "Swarnadhara hens lay about 

180-190 eggs in a year. When compared to Giriraja, this breed yields 15-20 eggs more in a 

year. Swarnadhara breed is smaller in size when compared to Giriraja with a lighter body 

weight, which makes them easier to escape attacks from predators such as jungle cats and 

foxes. Each egg weighs about 55-60 g with good hatchability (80-85 per cent) and enable the 

farmers to raise their own stock. A day-old chick weighs about 35-40 g. The eggshell is 

brown in colour and thicker than that of other commercial eggs and does not break easily. 

The eggs can be stored for 8-10 days at room temperature during summer and during winter 

for about 15 days. The eggs are priced between Rs.3 and 5 in the local market. The birds are 

only layers and not brooders. The eggs have to be hatched by local brooder hens. For 

backyard rearing, a flock of five hens and one cock can be ideally grown. The birds are 

sturdy and have a high longevity. No special care is required to grow them. They can be 

raised as free roaming birds and can be fed with locally available materials. Being good 

scavengers, they feed on a variety of insects and green foliage. They can also be fed on farm 

and kitchen wastes. The birds are resistant to major diseases except New Castle disease. A 

pair of Swarnadhara chicken fetches an income of about Rs.920 a year through the sale of its 

eggs and meat. One-day-old chicks and eggs of this breed are priced at Rs. 9 and Rs. 5, 

respectively.  

 

For obtaining chicks and fertile eggs of Giriraja and Swarnadhara, you may contact 

Department of Poultry Science, College of Veterinary Sciences, Karnataka Veterinary, 

Animal and Fishery Sciences University (KVAFSU), Hebbal, Bangalore-560 024 

(Karnataka). Phone numbers: 080-23414384 and 23411483.  

 

Vanaraja   

Vanaraja (Fig 11) is a choice bird for backyard farming in rural and tribal areas developed by 

the Project Directorate on Poultry (PDP), Hyderabad (Andhra Pradesh). It is a multi-coloured 

dual purpose bird with attractive plumage. The male parent is a coloured cornish strain and 

the female parent is a synthetic multi-coloured meat strain. The male parent has been 

developed for moderate juvenile body weight, long shanks and good immuno-competence. 

The female parent has been developed for high egg production, better egg size, high 

hatchability and immune competence. The plumage pattern and colour of Vanaraja bird is 

very attractive and closely resembles that of the desi fowl. It has better immune status against 

common poultry diseases and is adaptable to the backyard rearing. The general resistance to 



common poultry diseases and the ability to withstand adverse climatic conditions makes 

Vanaraja perform well in rural areas. Due to their relatively light weight and long shanks, 

these birds are capable to protect themselves from predators which are otherwise a major 

problem observed in birds reared in backyard. Further, the genetic potential of Desi hens can 

be improved by crossing them with Vanaraja males and the upgraded progeny of such a cross 

performs better than Desi bird for body weight and egg production. 

Vanaraja males attain moderate body weight at 8 weeks of age under regular feeding system 

and the pullets produce around 160-180 eggs in a laying cycle with minimum 

supplementation of locally available feed ingredients and other managemental inputs.  

                            

Fig. 11 Vanaraja                  Fig. 12 Rural Women in Andhra Pradesh with Vanaraja 

Day old Vanaraja chicks need brooding up to 4-6 weeks of age. They should be protected 

against Ranikhet disease through proper vaccination programme. During brooding period, 

they can be fed with layer starter diet. After brooding, these chicks need initial 

acclimatization to backyard environment before they are let free. Once they get adapted to the 

backyard farming conditions, they can perform better by scavenging for feed in the 

backyards. Additional feed need to be offered to the birds depending upon the extent of 

vegetation in the backyard and open area available for scavenging.  

Among the backyard poultry varieties, Vanaraja (Fig. 12) is the most popular in different 

parts of the country.  The germplasm of Vanaraja is available in the form of fertile eggs, day 

old chicks or grown up chicks from Project Directorate on Poultry, Rajendranagar, 

Hyderabad-500 030 (Andhra Pradesh). Phone numbers:  040-24015651 and 24017000. 

 

MANAGEMENT OF BACKYARD BIRDS 

 In backyard farming, though birds are reared in extensive system, some amount of 

supplementary feeding is required for improving their productivity. Provision of night shelter 

will help in protection from extreme weather conditions and predators. 



a) Supplementary Feeding and Watering 

In the backyard system of rearing, the birds scavenge outside for food during the day and eat 

insects, pests, crop residues etc.  But scavenging cannot provide a complete diet for birds for 

optimum production. The nutrient intake of scavenging birds varies from place to place 

according to the seasons, the crops grown and the natural vegetation available. During the 

rainy season and harvest time, there will be plenty of food in the form of worms, insects and 

post-harvest leftovers, but the scarcity exists in the dry season. In field experiments, feed 

supplements, including household waste (kitchen leftovers, cooked potatoes, yams or cassava 

tubers), and oilseed cakes, have a positive effect on egg production and body weight of 

scavenging birds. So, a handful of grains or kitchen waste, in the morning and evening can be 

given to supplement scavenging. The common feedstuffs given in family poultry includes 

maize grains, maize scrap, millet bran, food scraps, grower mash and poultry mash. Mash or 

pellets are usually fed in one hopper and grain is fed in another. Some poultry farmers use 

pellets for backyard feeding, because the larger particles are less subjected to blowing out of 

feeders. Feeding whole grain by spreading it on the litter stimulates hens to scratch in the 

litter and maintain it in good condition (Fig. 13).  

  

Fig. 13 Supplementary Feeding 

The correct supplementation feed strategy is important for growth, immune status and 

survival of young chicks. Without supplementation, there will be mortality in the chicks 

during the first few weeks of age. With the supplement containing 26% crude protein, 

mortality can be reduced, because it is known that sufficient protein in the diet is required to 

build up the young chick's immune system. The scavenging feed base is very important for 

propagation of backyard birds. The scavenging feed base is the amount of feed that the birds 

can scavenge in a location and is important for egg production and body weight gain and 

there by the profitability. Soil type, cropping systems and cropping intensity dominated by 

wheat, maize, rice, sugarcane and finger millets are related to supplementary feed base.   



Ensure good supply of clean water always to the birds in shelter as well as outside. 

Feeders and water should be placed conveniently. About four inches of feeder space per bird 

should be provided. Plan to have enough space so that all birds can eat at the same time. 

Feeders and waterers should be raised as the birds get older. The top of the feeder should be 

raised to at least the level of the bird's back as it stands in a normal position on the floor. The 

birds should have to reach up and over the edge of the feeder. This will help prevent feed 

wastage. In this way, the birds will have ready access to their main diet of insects and seeds 

that they obtain for themselves and the amount of supplementary feed to be provided by the 

farm family will be reduced. Any feed of grain or household scraps that is offered should be 

given inside the shelter. If this is regularly provided in the evening, it will help to train the 

birds to willingly enter the enclosure before nightfall.  

 

b) Night Shelter 

In backyard poultry rearing, it is necessary to confine the birds in a secure shelter at night, to 

protect them from natural predators, while allowing them to roam freely around the enclosure 

during the day, when the predators are less active. The night shelters are mostly made of 

bricks, while a few are made of wire mesh. Roofing is either thatched or made of corrugated 

iron. 

The basic requirements of night shelter are:  

 Protection from weather  

 Protection from predators  

 Enough space to move around 

 Adequate ventilation  

 A clean environment  

So, one should keep the points given below in mind while constructing the night shelter for 

the birds in backyard system of rearing. 

 Build the night shelter for the birds on higher, well-drained areas in order to prevent 

prolonged dampness and water saturation of the floor and outside areas.  

 Provide an adequate level of space per bird to avoid overcrowding. 

 Use building materials which will be easy to clean and simple to disinfect, when 

necessary. 

 For laying hens, a darkened, raised secure nesting area with nests containing clean nesting 

material should be available. Nests can be in the fenced area or in the shelter itself. 

http://www.smallstock.info/info/genhusb/poultry-house.htm#space


 Hens will lay many more eggs if artificial light is available in the morning and evening to 

give 15 to 16 hours of light each day. 

 Remove any loose or projecting wire, nails, or other sharp-edged objects from the house 

and run. Except for purpose-made perches, remove any other projections where the birds 

could attempt to perch as they may injure themselves attempting to perch on 

inappropriate objects.  

 The housing for night shelter must also provide a stable environment in which the birds 

must feel comfortable and stress free. Chickens need a shelter with optimum temperature, 

fresh air and sufficient light.  

 

CLUSTER FARMING 

 The government is encouraging the backyard poultry. Improved varieties “Low 

technology input birds” are bred for this purpose, which are genetically more efficient 

in production compared to “Native chicken.” The low technology input birds are 

mostly dual purpose. The birds grow faster than native chicken reaching 1.5 kg weight 

in 45 days but can withstand variable feed qualities and also supplement themselves 

by scavenging. The female birds lay 160 eggs against the native birds, which are 

broody & do not lay more than 60 per year. 

  “Cluster farming” in rural areas is possible with these chicken for enhancing the meat 

production in the lines of broiler farming.  

 A group of 8 to 10 farmers or educated youth can form a cluster and grow the birds in 

groups of 500 to 1,000 birds in low-cost houses as done in broilers. The birds are 

grown in “All in All out” basis and the producer works by himself.  

 The group can graduate in to “organic chicken” by making their own low-cost feeds 

without chemicals and antibiotics. The cluster can market the birds in local village 

mandis or supply them to supermarkets with a brand name. 

 The slow growing multicoloured chicken with tougher meat fetch better price 

compared to broilers whose meat is becoming tender every year. This area is 

developing as a “niche market” with better returns. 

 

Constraints of Backyard Farming 

• High incidence of disease 

• Lack of inadequate germplasm 

• Attack by predators 



• Unorganized marketing 

• Low productivity 

• Relatively less income generation 

• Insufficient know-how 

 

SUMMARY 

• Backyard farming requires no input or very negligible inputs. 

• Birds of low productivity are used. 

• Free range and scavenging in day time 

• Night shelter in kuccha house. 

• Supply of household for eggs and meat is met by backyard farming. 

• High incidence of disease cannot be ruled out. 
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https://youtu.be/i36SKJOoFoo 
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http://www.fnbnews.com/Poultry/poultry-production-in-india--the-current-scenario-38620 
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304742950_Status_and_constraints_of_backyard_p
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