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Ducks and mud seem to go hand in
hand.
My husband and I own a small hobby
farm in Virginia and have been raising
ducks for the last couple of years. Our
very first foray into raising a backyard
flock began innocently enough with a
trip to the local feed store for hay and
feed for our two horses. With our truck
loaded with as many bales of hay as it
could carry, we headed back home with
the feed - plus a cardboard box in
which six chicks and two ducklings
peeped.
The chicks were a planned purchase.
The ducklings, however, were a
complete impulse purchase after
seeing how adorable they were and being assured by the feed store owner that they could live side by
side with our new flock of chickens. Well, he was right. We have been raising both ducks and chickens
for several years now, quite successfully, in the same run.
However, food and housing requirements for ducks are a bit different than for chickens. But all co-exist in
the same run by day with separate sleeping quarters at night. Here’s how to ensure your ducks are
comfortable, healthy and well-fed.
Housing/Pen
Most domestic ducks can’t fly. They were intentionally bred to
be heavier than their wild counterparts mainly so they
wouldn’t be able to fly away from the farms where they were
being raised and also so they would dress out better as table
birds. This leaves them extremely vulnerable to predators
such as foxes, raccoons and dogs. Ungainly and
cumbersome on dry land, ducks aren’t able to escape these
predators, so as backyard duck keepers it is our responsibility
to provide them with a safe, secure place to live.
Duck housing needs to be secure from predators, but other
than that, ducks are extremely cold-hardy so any structure
you provide for them doesn’t need to be completely enclosed
(as long as it is inside a secure run/pen) and won’t need any
type of heat in the winter. Four square feet of floor space per
duck should be adequate inside the house as long as they are
not confined to it for extended periods of time. Since ducks
love both rain and snow, they don’t spend many waking hours
indoors.
We converted an old wooden doghouse into a house for our
first ducks by cutting a door out of a piece of plywood and

attaching hinges and a predator-proof lock. We built a ramp, cut plenty of air vents, covered them with ½”
hardware cloth, and built a nesting box on one side. Ducks emit a lot of moisture when they breathe, so
adequate ventilation and air flow is very important when you are constructing your house. Any house
should be at least three feet tall to provide adequate head room and air flow.
A layer of straw will suffice for bedding and nesting material. Ducks don’t perch like chickens and will
nestle down in the straw instead to sleep. The straw should be changed out regularly, but always
removed immediately if it is wet or if there is any whiff of an ammonia smell.
A duck nesting box should be approximately 16” square, although in my experience ducks won’t
necessarily use it. In fact, our ducks prefer large wooden boxes filled with straw, but they aren’t very
concerned about privacy or a dedicated nesting area and seem just as happy making a nest in a corner
of their house in the straw.
Pen or yard fencing should be 1” or smaller welded wire fencing and sunk into the ground at least 8” to
prevent predators from digging underneath. The top should also be covered. Although ducks aren’t at
too much risk from attacks by hawks or other aerial predators, foxes and raccoons can easily scale a
fence.
While a pond isn’t necessary for raising happy, healthy ducks, they do need a kiddie pool or other tub in
which they can submerge their bodies. Ducks have an oil gland at the base of their tail that is activated
as they splash water over their backs. This gland helps distribute waterproofing oils over their feathers as
they preen their feathers, so providing them a place to bathe is critical.
Ducks and mud seem to go hand in hand. I have tried many different types of waterers, but the ducks
always manage to muddy them. Ducks eat by grabbing a mouthful of food, or a mouthful of mud, bugs
and worms, and then dunking their bills into the water and swishing it around, so keeping ducks’ water
crystal clear just isn’t possible. The important thing is that the water be refilled daily, kept free of fecal
matter and algae and that the waterers be cleaned regularly. We use large rubber tubs for water since
they are easy to clean and refill. Whatever you use for ducks’ water, it needs to be deep enough that
they can submerge their entire head into it to keep their mucous membranes moist.
Diet
Special waterfowl pellets are available in some areas, but regular chicken layer feed is fine for laying
ducks. However, ducks (especially growing ducklings) need more niacin than chickens do, so adding
brewer’s yeast to their feed in a 5% ratio is recommended. Ducklings grow extremely fast and the niacin
helps their bones develop correctly.
Feed should be set out in wide tubs or containers that can’t be tipped over. We use metal pans and
stoneware bowls, setting out several at a time so all the ducks can eat at once. A grown duck will eat 4-6
ounces of feed per day so I try to measure out the correct amount, but that amount varies by time of year
(they eat more in the winter, less in the summer when weeds and bugs are more readily available).
Water should always be provided near the feed. Leftover feed at the end of day should be discarded if it
has gotten wet.
Leafy greens are an important part of a duck’s diet. I start our ducklings off young getting used to cut
weeds and grass, lettuce and Swiss chard. Ducks won’t eat wilted greens, so I put the ‘salad’ in their
water tub. It stays nice and fresh that way and keeps them occupied dabbling for the leafy treats. Ducks
also enjoy fresh peas or corn kernels, cucumber pieces, watermelon and cut tomatoes. Grit (coarse
sand or dirt) should always be provided to ducks to assist in grinding the food in their gizzard.
Once your ducks reach laying age (generally around 6 months), crushed oyster shell or eggshell should
be provided in a separate container free-choice so each duck can eat what she needs for strong
eggshells.

Health
Ducks are generally healthy and hardy. They don’t need vaccinations or annual shots and don’t need
preventative worming. They aren’t quite as susceptible to external parasites (such as ticks, lice and
mites) as chickens since they spend so much time in the water which drowns any parasites that might be
present.
However, there are a few things to watch out for in your backyard flock:
Angel Wing – a non-life threatening condition in which the wing doesn’t lie flat against the body. Caused
by overfeeding high protein food which causes the wing to grow too fast, angel wing can be reversed by
switching to a lower protein feed, providing plenty of exercise and putting the wing in a sling.
Aspergillosis – Caused by fungal spores, aspergillosis causes heavy, labored breathing, but is easily
preventable by removing wet feed and bedding promptly.
Bound Crop – Foreign objects, strings or long grasses can get lodged in the upper part of the digestive
system (the crop). The duck’s throat area may look swollen or feel hard. Massaging can help, as can a
regimen of vegetable oil to try and break up the mass and allow it to pass.
Botulism – Prevalent in warm weather, botulism thrives in decaying waste or pools of water. It is
important to keep water sources clean (we use white vinegar and a scrub brush on the water tubs and
pool regularly) because botulism can cause death within hours.
Bumblefoot – Probably the most common affliction of ducks, affecting mainly the heavier breeds.
Bumblefoot is an infection that manifests itself in a black scab and swelling on the underside of the foot.
It needs to be treated to prevent the infection from spreading and causing potential lameness.
Bumblefoot is usually caused by a cut on the underside of the foot, so keeping the duck pen free of
sharp stones, branches and other foreign objects is helpful.
Egg Binding – This occurs when a duck is unable to pass an egg. Often it is possible to soak the duck in
a warm bath and then apply vegetable oil around the vent to encourage the muscles to relax enough to
let the egg out.
Eye Infections – Sometimes rough mating will result in bubbling around the eyes, since the male duck (or
drake) grabs the back of the female’s neck where her sinuses are located. Saline rinses can help clear
this up as can access to a clean pool or tub of water. Ammonia buildup as well as dust can also cause
eye irritations so clean straw or rice hull bedding in the duck house is important.
Scary as some of these conditions sound, in our years raising ducks the only issue we have had to deal
with is bumblefoot and that is fairly easy to spot and treat. Lots of preventatives and good duck yard
sanitation go a long way towards raising a healthy flock.

