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WATER FOR POULTRY PRODUCTION 

Melvin L. Hamre, extension poultry specialist 

Water is a vital part of poultry nutrition. Unfortunately, it 
is too often the most overlooked nutrient. An adequate supply 
of good quality water can prevent many poultry production 
problems. 

Depending on a chicken's age, 50 to 75 percent of its body 
weight is water. Eggs are approximately two-thirds water. A 
chicken gets 75 percent of its water by drinking, a small 
amount is contained in the feed, and the rest is metabolic 
water-water formed during the utilization of nutrients. 

Water is needed for many critical functions. It softens and 
transports feed nutrients and waste products in the digestive 
process. It helps lubricate joints and tissues. As a blood com­
ponent it transports food nutrients throughout the body. It is 
essential for most biochemical reactions in the body and is 
important in regulating body temperature. 

There are a number of factors that influence the amount of 
water chickens will drink: amount and kind of feed consumed, 
environmental temperature, temperature and quality of .the 
water itself, size of the bird, rate of lay, and activity of the 
bird. Flock managers must recognize the effects that factors 
such as environmental temperature and rate of lay have on 
water consumption. 

A high producing hen requires nearly twice the amount of 
water that it did before coming into production. Layers con­
sume twice as much water at 90°F than they do at 70°F. At 
100°F they may consume three times as much. As feed con­
sumption goes up, water intake increases. Conversely, if birds 
cannot get enough water, they also won't eat enough feed and 
production will suffer. 

A number of studies have shown the effects of water depri­
vation over various periods of time. Birds without water for 
only 24 hours have required 24 days to return to normal egg 
production. If birds are without water for 36 hours, birds may 
never return to normal production. Flocks without water for 
36 hours or more may go into a molt, followed by a lengthy 
period of unprofitable production. Depending on the extent 
of the deprivation, birds may recover completely or suffer long 
lasting effects. 

The producer should be familiar with signs of dehydration. 
These signs are most evident on the bird's legs, head, and face. 
The large tendon on the back of the leg tends to stand out 
prominently as the tissues around it shrink from lack of water. 
The comb and wattles will shrink and the face become sunken. 
The comb may appear bluish. Droppings may be off-color. Be­
havior problems may be noticeable even after the birds have 
returned to water after a period of restriction. Dizziness, con­
vulsions, and even mortality may result in cases of severe 
deprivation. The amount of water available to birds that have 
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been deprived of water should be restricted for the first few 
hours after the water supply returns to normal so that they 
don't drink too much. 

Regular checking of the water system for leaks and dry 
cups should be part of a good management program. Water 
troughs should be thoroughly cleaned three times weekly, 
more often if slime in the trough builds up quickly. Cup and 
nipple systems usually don't require cleaning. Water treatment 
may be necessary if minerals or organic materials cause prob­
lems with system maintenance. 

Attention to water supply is even more critical during per­
iods of hot weather. Be sure that birds at the end of the con­
tinuous flow trough receive sufficient water as water consump­
tion increases. Check cups and nipples at the far end of water 
lines to be sure that water supply is adequate. Partially clogged 
filters and valves or sediment in lines may result in inadequate 
water suppl',{ throughout the system when demands are high. 
Gauges should also be checked regularly to be sure water pres­
sure is being maintained at the correct operating level for the 
system. 

Try to build safeguards into your management program to 
prevent water being left off inadvertently if the water supply is 
shut off for maintenance or repair. Any time the system is 
worked on, it should be inspected again a short time later to 
be sure it is functioning properly. This will ensure that the 
water indeed has been turned on again. It also may reveal 
other problems that may occur, such as dislodged sediment or 
particles in the system that may block water flow. These types 
of problems are more apt to occur in older installations or 
with water supplies that have a considerable number of impur­
ities that tend to build up in the system. 

Water is such a vital nutrient that it should be considered an 
integral part of your management program. The importance of 
good, clean water cannot be overestimated. Evaluate your 
management program to see that it assures an adequate water 
supply to your birds on a daily basis and especially during per­
iods of high water requirement. 

1978 AGRICULTURAL CENSUS 

Preliminary figures for the 1978 U.S. Census of Agriculture 
have been released. These figures show a continuing decline in 
the number of small poultry flocks in Minnesota. In 1978, 
9,226 farms reported hens and pullets of laying age, compared 
with 12,024 farms in 1974. In 1978, 8,722 farms had fewer 
than 1,600 birds, compared with 11,504 in 1974. In the 1,600 
to 10,000 bird category there were 248 farms in 1978 com­
pared with 292 in 1974. Commercial flocks of 10,000 or more 
hens numbered 256 in 1978 compared with 228 in 1974. 

These figures support the trend toward decline of the small 
flock, a trend taking place as farms become more specialized 
and commercial agriculture develops. The Census of Agricul­
ture is the only source for figures on numbers of flocks and 
poultry populations on a flock-size basis at the county level. 
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County data for previous census reports have been presented 
in Poultry Patter, but since relatively few readers are interested 
in these statistics, the county data are not being printed. Coun­
ty data have been compiled and will be distributed to county 
extension offices. Others wishing copies of the county figures 
can obtain them by writing: Melvin L. Hamre, extensio n poul­
try specialist, 202 Peters Hall, University of Minnesota, 
St. Paul, MN 55108. 

CALENDAR OF EVENTS 

The following regional events may be of interest to industry 
members: 

September 21-22 - Minnesota Nutrition Conference, 
Bloomington, MN 

September 23-26 - PEIA Fact Finding Conference, 
Lincolnshire, IL 

October 28-29 - Egg Marketing Seminar, Mason City, IA 

November 5 - South Dakota Poultry Day, 
Sioux Falls, SD 

December 2-3 - North Dakota Poultry Industries Con-
ference, Fargo, ND 

1982 

February 17-19 - Midwest Poultry Federation, 
St. Paul, MN 

POULTRY RESEARCH AND TEACHING FACILITY 

A groundbreaking ceremony was held June 22 for the new 
Poultry Research and Teaching facility on the St. Paul campus. e 
The new facility will provide space for nutrition, breeding, and 
environmental research and for teaching. The facility will con-
sist of 25,856 square feet of new and remodeled space. Re-
modeling of the existing facilities is nearly complete. Comple-
tion of the new building is scheduled for December 1981. This 
building program is supported by a legislative appropriation 
obtained through support of the Minnesota Poultry Industry . 

The University of Minnesota, including the Agricultural Extension 
Service, is committed to the policy that all persons shall have equal 
access to its programs, facilities, and employment without regard to 
race, creed, color, sex, national origin, or handicap. 
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