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HERITAGE CHICKENS DEFINED
THE AMERICAN LIVESTOCK BREEDS CONSERVANCY SECURES THE TERM
HERITAGE CHICKEN FOR CONSUMERS AND BREEDERS

In an effort to secure the term Heritage in the food and agricultural marketplaces, The
American Livestock Breeds Conservancy (ALBC), a non-profit organization ensuring
the survival of rare breeds of livestock and poultry, has defined the term Heritage for
chickens.

“Defining Heritage for chickens will help assure the term is not incorrectly used by
uninformed breeders or co-opted by unscrupulous marketers trying to sell something
as historic that is not,” says Marjorie Bender, Technical Program Director for the
American Livestock Breeds Conservancy.

Chickens have been a part of the American diet since the arrival of the Spanish
explorers and since that time, different breeds have been developed to provide meat,
eggs and pleasure. After World War ll, traditional or Heritage breeds of poultry began
losing favor to modern crosses specifically bred to meet production goals. In this day
and age, many Heritage breeds are losing popularity and many are nearing extinction,
but with this definition ALBC hopes to raise awareness for endangered breeds, to
support their long-term conservation, to support efforts to recover these breeds to
historic levels of productivity and to re-introduce these culinary and cultural treasures
into the marketplace.

Heritage Chickens, as defined by ALBC's newly released definition, are Standard
breeds of chickens as defined by the American Poultry Association that are naturally
mating, long-lived, and slow growing. “It's a multi-faceted definition,” says Bender. “It
means that these chicken breeds are explicitly defined by the American Poultry
Association, just like breeds of dogs are defined by the American Kennel Club.”

According to the definition, the Heritage breeds must reproduce without the
assistance of artificial insemination. While artificial insemination is not currently used
for commercial chicken reproduction, it is very possible for chickens to follow the



same path as industrialized turkeys, which are now reproduced exclusively using
artificial means.

Heritage hens should actively reproduce for 5-7 years and roosters for 3-5 years. This is
unheard of in commercial production where hens and roosters are used for breeding
for a single generation before being dispatched as less than efficient.

Heritage Chickens are also slow growing by modern commercial standards, taking 16-
18 weeks for Heritage Chickens as compared to 6 weeks for an industrial breed to
reach a dressed (packaged) weight of 3 pounds.

Frank Reese, the founder of Good Shepherd Turkey Ranch in Lindsborg, Kansas, has
been at the center of the push to get Heritage breeds back in the marketplace. Reese,
who is committed to conservation, was very pleased in the surge in interest
surrounding Heritage Turkeys in 2005 when ALBC released its first Heritage definition
for turkeys. He hopes the Heritage Chicken definition will result in the same success for
Heritage Chicken breeds. “These are the perfect birds for outdoor production,” Reese
says of his Barred Plymouth Rocks and New Hampshire chickens, both Heritage
breeds. “They are supposed to range and fly and eat bugs.” That makes them the best
choice for those wanting the Animal Welfare Approved seal for humane production.
“The right breed for the right environment” is an important step in raising farm
animals humanely, says Anne Malleau, Associate for Global Meat Coordinator, Whole
Foods Market, and former Research Director for the Animal Compassion Foundation.

So why does The American Livestock Breeds Conservancy, an organization interested
in genetic diversity, care about defining Heritage? Heritage Chickens come from long
lines of historically useful and productive birds. As late as the mid-1950s, chickens like
the Barred Plymouth Rock, the Jersey Giant and the Buckeye were found in butcher
shops and on dinner tables. “Most so-called Heritage Chickens, turkeys, and other farm
animals, are in danger of extinction. If we can give these animals a job again, we are
more likely to be able to save their valuable genes. These genes ensure their bodies
are healthy and may include resistance to disease and parasites,” Bender says.

Diversity in poultry breeds is critical for the long-term survival of the species. “We put
our domestic food system at risk if we put all our eggs in one basket (no pun
intended),” says Bender. “If our food system only relies on a single industrialized breed
and something happens to that breed, we need the diverse genetics of other breeds
to fall back on.” Heritage breeds provide this diversity along with many other hardy
characteristics.

Executive Director of the American Livestock Breeds Conservancy Chuck Bassett adds,
“By defining Heritage for chickens it protects the term so that it is not misused, and so
it becomes a term that consumers can rely upon.”



Heritage Chicken and eggs sell for a premium price. Buckeye breeder Doug Brown of
Cedar Grove, North Carolina, sells his eggs for $3.50 a dozen and sells whole chickens
for $5.00 per pound to some of the best restaurants in the area. “They can not get
enough of them,” says Brown of his eggs. “They insist they are the best eggs they have
ever eaten.” Brown is still expanding his flock, so he does not have many whole
chickens to sell. What he does have available is in high demand.

The flavor of Heritage Chicken is better, too. It varies from breed to breed “which is the
reason the definition specifies that the breed must be named on the package,” says
Bender. Some have darker meat with a deeply intense chicken flavor. “My Barred Rocks
have brought tears to peoples eyes,” says Frank Reese. “I had a lady call me to thank
me. She’d been cooking chicken dumplings for her husband for years, but nothing was
as good as he remembered his mother’s being. When she used one of my chickens,
her husband said it was just like his mother’s.”

Consumers have found that Heritage Chickens are succulent, flavorful and worth the
higher cost. When consumers enjoy a highly memorable meal, they are also helping to
save endangered breeds. Ironically, eating endangered breeds of livestock and poultry
can ensure their survival.

To see the complete definition of Heritage Chicken and to learn more information
about Heritage Chicken breeds, go to www.heritagechicken.org.
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