
Meet	
  the	
  Birds	
  
	
  
	
  
My	
  name	
  is	
  Frances,	
  but	
  you	
  can	
  call	
  me	
  Fearless	
  
Frances.	
  I	
  know	
  what	
  I	
  want	
  in	
  life,	
  and	
  it’s	
  veggie	
  
pellets,	
  power,	
  and	
  adoration.	
  If	
  the	
  ducks	
  drop	
  a	
  
pellet	
  in	
  the	
  run,	
  I	
  gobble	
  it	
  with	
  abandon.	
  You	
  
should	
  see	
  the	
  way	
  they	
  yield	
  to	
  my	
  prowess.	
  Also,	
  
on	
  special	
  summer	
  nights,	
  I’ve	
  been	
  known	
  to	
  leap	
  
five	
  feet	
  straight	
  into	
  the	
  air.	
  	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
I’m	
  Penelope,	
  the	
  prettiest	
  duck.	
  I	
  ooze	
  
refinement	
  and	
  sophistication—and	
  I	
  would	
  
never	
  wear	
  my	
  hair	
  in	
  a	
  wild	
  tuft	
  like	
  those	
  
other	
  ducks.	
  My	
  owners	
  think	
  I’m	
  easily	
  
frightened,	
  but	
  really	
  I’m	
  just	
  cautious.	
  Safety	
  
first.	
  	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
You	
  probably	
  already	
  know	
  that	
  I’m	
  Potassium,	
  the	
  
Best	
  Duck,	
  because	
  I’m	
  famous	
  on	
  the	
  Internet.	
  I	
  have	
  
my	
  own	
  Facebook	
  page	
  with	
  tons	
  of	
  adoring	
  fans.	
  I’m	
  
the	
  only	
  bird	
  who	
  can	
  catch	
  bread	
  in	
  my	
  mouth	
  when	
  
it’s	
  tossed	
  my	
  way.	
  To	
  be	
  totally	
  honest,	
  I	
  am	
  
irresistible	
  (my	
  head	
  tuft	
  is	
  neither	
  too	
  much,	
  nor	
  not	
  
enough).	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
I’m	
  Henrietta,	
  and	
  I	
  love	
  to	
  be	
  held	
  and	
  given	
  little	
  pets	
  
on	
  my	
  fluffy	
  bronze	
  plumage.	
  I	
  think	
  I’m	
  the	
  most	
  
responsible	
  bird.	
  When	
  it’s	
  bedtime,	
  I	
  try	
  to	
  lead	
  the	
  
other	
  birds	
  into	
  our	
  coop	
  before	
  our	
  owners	
  have	
  to	
  
come	
  out.	
  Usually	
  I’m	
  the	
  only	
  one	
  who	
  goes	
  in…	
  but	
  I	
  
know	
  I	
  set	
  a	
  good	
  example.	
  And	
  that’s	
  important.	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
Pleased	
  to	
  meet	
  you,	
  my	
  name	
  is	
  Ferdinand.	
  Quite	
  
frankly	
  I	
  am	
  the	
  most	
  normal	
  duck.	
  Except	
  for	
  my	
  
head	
  tuft—it	
  is	
  larger	
  than	
  my	
  brain!	
  By	
  a	
  lot.	
  



Accessory Use 
 

Keeping hens in our backyard constitutes an accessory use 
of the property because it is “subordinate to the principal 
use and customarily incidental to the principal use.”*  

*Definition of “accessory use” Source: Article 2.000 DEFINITIONS of the Zoning Ordinance of the 
City of Cambridge  

  
• It is subordinate to the principal use because the coop and run occupy about 1% of the 

property and don’t affect other uses of the house or yard.   

• It is customarily incidental to the principal use. 

o Ownership of pets, even types of pets that most people can not imagine wanting 
to have, is universally accepted as customarily incidental to residential use.   

o There is an accepted set of customs associated with the keeping of backyard 
hens.  They are given clean shelter, medical check-ups, food, and water, and they 
are kept out of the street and neighboring properties.  These practices are 
incidental to the residential use of a house in the same way that they would be 
incidental if applied to the ownership of a dog.   

o Keeping hens in this way is incidental to the overall use of our house and 
backyard.  Everything else continues the way it did before. We continue to use the 
yard for picnics, barbecues, relaxing on the hammock, jumping on the trampoline, 
etc. The small number of hens and large area of our yard allows for this easily. 

o When the accepted set of responsible and healthy practices of backyard hen 
keeping are being followed, dozens of other densely populated cities all over 
America acknowledge backyard hen keeping as acceptable use of a residential 
property. 

o Cambridge lawmakers support hen keeping.  Cambridge municipal law makes 
mention of ‘domestic owners of fowl’ and policies they must follow. 

("Title 6, section 6.04.070 of the Cambridge, MA Code of Ordinances") 



Other Reasons Why Our Hen Keeping is Customarily Incidental 

Cambridge Residents Already Keep Many 
Pets, Including Hens  

Comments from our petition:  
 

• Our four chickens are our children's pets - and a source of delight to the neighboring pre-
school who crowd around to watch them through a window in the fence.  – W.S., 
Cambridge 

• I love chickens, and my friend has them. She shouldn't have to give them up – A.G., 
Cambridge 

• I love my chickens and don't want to have to give them up – N.K, Cambridge 

• One of my best friends owns chickens and I have seen first hand how they are an asset - 
not only to her family but to the community as a whole. – M.W., Cambridge 

 

 
Comments from our Web site:  
 

• I have 5 laying hens and they don’t smell or attract rodents and they make less noise 
than the local sparrow mob. My neighbors love getting the surplus eggs too! – C.D.  

• Having raised chickens myself, I know what actually goes into doing it and the pros and 
cons. I believe that if you have the space in your yard, you should be allowed to keep 
ducks and chickens, as long as it is kept clean and the animals are well cared for, which 
seems to be the case here… – K.K.  

• Keeping chickens is a very enjoyable endeavor. My chickens are pets with a benefit of 
providing my family fresh eggs. I find it very pleasing to look out my window to see them 
scratching the ground and foraging. They are relatively quiet and are kept clean… –J.J.  

• We love our chickens and wish others that same joy and rights. Please allow these 
animals the right to be raised. –M.C.  

• We have 3 lovely hens, Lola, Henno and Checkers. We got them as day olds 10 months 
ago and they have been such a joy! I grew up with chickens, but my family was 
skeptical. They are friendly, quiet, and such fun! Our neighbors love them and the kids 
on the street beg to come and help “collect” the eggs." –K, Cambridge 



Other Reasons Why Our Hen Keeping is Customarily Incidental 

Other Mass. Cities & U.S. Metropolises Permit 
Hen Keeping  

 
Massachusetts Cities  

• Belmont, MA. You may keep chickens on residential lots with a special permit. Inspection required.   

• Newton, MA. Hens allowed by special permit on lots under 5 acres. Over 5 acresagriculture is allowed 
without a permit.  

• Brookline, MA. (Article 4, table item 57) Poultry is allowed, not more than 25 animals and 100 away from 
any residence not on the property. Additional regulations may beapplied by the board of health.  

• Lexington, MA. Up to 6 chickens allowed regardless of lot size. Any livestock allowed on lots exceeding 5 
acres.  

• Concord, MA. Allows for any livestock on all lots exceeding 5 acres. Has specialzoning for agriculture.  

• Medford, MA. Does not allow any agricultural uses of residential properties, although it appears if you call 
them “pets”, they are exempt from the restrictions.  

• Watertown, MA. Allows for commercial agricultural uses on residential property only if it is 5 acres or 
larger, but non-commercial usage limits are not specified.  

• Wenham, MA. Poultry allowed, but the town may restrict your operation if it causes apublic nuisance 
(noise) or public health issues (disease).  

• Westwood, MA. Poultry allowed by permit. $10 annual fee. 15 ft. property setback.  

• Northampton MA. A maximum of three hens allowed; no roosters.  

• Boston, MA(Ch. 16, Sec 16.18A) Chickens allowed by permit, fee $20. Certain limits in residential areas, 
but these are not listed in the city ordinance.  

 
 
U.S. Cities that allow hen-keeping (A sampling)  

• New York, NY  

• Chicago, IL  

• Miami, FL  

• Houston, TX  

• San Francisco and Los Angeles, CA  

 



Other Reasons Why Our Hen Keeping is Customarily Incidental 

Cambridge Law & Lawmakers Acknowledge 
& Support Hen Keeping  

• Title 6 of the Cambridge, Massachusetts Code of Ordinances, section 6.04.070 states 
“No owner or person having the care of any domestic fowl, or any goats, sheep, swine, 
horses, oxen, cows or other grazing animals, shall permit or suffer the same to go at 
large, or to graze on any street; and no person shall publicly exhibit any animal in the 
streets or public places of the City except in accordance with a permit from the 
Superintendent of Streets.”  

• An order was unanimously adopted by the Council "requesting a report on what barriers 
would prevent residents from raising chickens and what could be done to remove these 
barriers."  

 
 

Hen keeping has a long history in urban 
settings and has even influenced our parlance.  

• People have been keeping domestic ducks and chickens in urban settings for thousands 
of years all over the world. 

• A reflection of mankind's intimacy with these animals can be seen in our common 
parlance.  Every urban child understands what it means to be called "chicken."  Other 
fowl-influenced expressions include "cockiness", "hen party", "chicks", "coming home to 
roost", "taking someone under your wing", "nest eggs", "puddle ducks", "fussing like a 
mother hen", etc.   

 
 







Health and Our Birds
• As pet owners, we are concerned about the health of our birds. We ensure that they have

sanitary conditions in their coop and in our yard. As members of a community, we are
concerned about public health and maintaining a healthy safe household.

• Our birds are fed vitamin and protein enhanced pellets. These pellets are ideal for egg laying
hens. In addition, our birds are free range and have full access to our yard. They consume
grass and bugs in our yard. We very closely watch and maintain their diet.

• To ensure that the birds were in good health we took them to a veterinarian to get them
checked. Dr. Greg Mertz D.V.M certified that all five of our birds are in good health and free of
infectious diseases.  (Jan. 30th 2010)



• Cambridge Animal Control Officer Correia, on a surprise visit, found the birds to be healthy and
the environment to be clean.

• Belmont Health Inspector John Maguranis when performing the Belmont Chicken Harborage
Inspection deemed sanitation and health to be satisfactory.



• The Belmont Inspectorʼs only comment was that a steel food bin would be preferred to our
current sturdy plastic food storage container (that is kept in the house). We will take his advise.

• Director of the Division of Animal Health, MA Dept. Of Agricultural Resources, Michael Cahill
states “There really aren't significant public health risks associated with small-scale egg
production or back yard birds.” 1

• The Center of Disease Control and Prevention write in a FAQ about human health risks
associated with avian flu: "Q: We have a small flock of chickens. Is it safe to keep them? A:
Yes. In the Unites States there is no need at present to remove a flock of chickens because of
concerns regarding avian influenza." 2



Notes:

1. In an email correspondence regarding the legality and safety of having backyard chickens
(Jan. 31, 2010)

----- Forwarded message ----------_From: Cahill, Michael (AGR)
<Michael.Cahill@state.ma.us>_Date: Sun, Jan 31, 2010 at 8:32 PM_Subject: Re: Backyard chickens in
Massachusetts_To: "barb.bryant@gmail.com" <barb.bryant@gmail.com>, "Hageman, Edward (AGR)"
<Edward.Hageman@state.ma.us>_Cc: "Megrath, Megan (AGR)" <Megan.Megrath@state.ma.us>,
"lorraine.o'connor@state.ma.us" <Lorraine.O'Connor@state.ma.us>_

Hi, Barbara.__The signature on the form your friends from Lincoln showed you must be Leslie
Boardman, the municipal animal inspector from Lincoln. The only form I can think of that he would
have furnished would be the owner's copy of the annual "barn inspection". Each fall we require all
municipal inspectors to visit every property in town where any domestic livestock or poultry are
housed (not always a "barn"). The inspection conducted is to ensure the animals on the property appear
healthy (no obvious signs of illness), that they have access to fresh food & water and adequate shelter,
and that the property is managed in an appropriate manner (proper food storage, good manure
management plan, etc.). If all of those things are in good order, we just get a head count of each species
on the property so we know what's there in the event of a disease problem or some other incident we
may need to respond to. __Each city and town is required to have an animal inspector. The municipal
animal inspectors are paid by the town, but are appointed by me to act as agents of the Department of
Agricultural Resources to assist us in disease surveillance and control. The annual inspections are a
part of our disease surveillance system. The data collected also helps us develop emergency response
plans for natural disasters or disease outbreaks. Here's a link to some additional information on our
website._http://www.mass.gov/agr/animalhealth/inspectors/index.htm__The animal inspectors for
Cambridge also serve as the City's Animal Control Officers.__There really aren't significant public
health risks associated with small-scale egg production or back yard birds, as long as there is an
adequate manure management plan in place and the birds are contained to the owner's property. One
recommendation I would make for both bird owners and the city to avoid neighbor complaints or
disputes - do not allow roosters in such a densely populated community. We receive rooster complaints
from a number of communities where the neighbors are disbursed more widely. They are not necessary
for most peoples' purposes, and they just aren't worth the inevitable fight.__I had hoped to be ahead of
the curve on this as we receive a growing number of inquiries like yours, but my poultry staff are still
in the process of developing a guidance document for back yard birds in suburban and urban
environments. More and more, these efforts are focused on ensuring bird owners are being good
neighbors since agriculture is beginning to spread in to new areas, or back into areas that haven't seen it
for decades (or longer). Should the need arise, I expect the Department would be able to comment on
the public health concerns as we've worked with Boards of Health in other communities to ensure an
honest approach and reasonable measures to address issues.__Feel free to contact me should you have
additional questions.__-Mike____Michael Cahill _Director _Division of Animal Health _MA Dept. Of
Agricultural Resources _(617) 626-1794

2. Question and Answer About Avian Influenza (Bird Flu) and Avian Influenza A (H5N1) Virus
http://www.cdc.gov/flu/avian/gen-info/qa.htm2.



Rat Concerns 
 
On February 2nd, we invited 
Cambridge Inspectional 
Services to our property to 
perform a rodent inspection, 
looking for burrows, 
droppings, and other signs of 
rodent infestation.  In the 
inspector’s report (next page) 
it is noted that no rodent 
activity was noticed on our 
property. 

 
 

Rat 
Prevention 
Protocols 

 
• Chicken-wire runs 

around the perimeter 
of the coop and run, 
which are completely 
enclosed. 

• The bird feeder is 
suspended from a 
string so that it is 
inaccessible to rats. 

• The bird feeder comes 
in at night; no food or 
water is ever left out 
overnight. 
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