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By NANCY L. SMITH
AFP Correspondent

OCEAN CITY, Md. — “Our indus-
try has changed a great deal” because 
of COVID-19, Michael Donohue, vice 

president of Agri Stats Inc., told about 
330 attendees at the National Meeting 
on Poultry Health, Processing and 
Live Production on Sept. 28.

 He discussed significant chang-
es affecting the industry including 

consumer behavior, market changes, 
increases in production costs and 
challenges in bird health.

He said consumer food spending 
habits have changed. 

“In February 2020, 48 percent 

of food dollars were being spent at 
home,” Donohue said. “When we got 
into March and April, it climbed to 

By CAROL KINSLEY
AFP Correspondent

MILLFORD, Del. — Bruce Bless-
ing was only 22 years old in December 
1985 when he and his “magnificent 
seed-cleaning machine” were featured 
on the front page of The Delmarva 
Farmer. 

The article by Sharon Morgan 
described how the young man had 
created a homemade seed-cleaner and 
a homemade trailer to haul it. With 
this portable equipment he launched 
“Blessing’s Seed Cleaning Service” 
for small grains and soybeans. He 
could clean 100 to 150 bushels an hour 
and charged 50 cents a bushel.

His entrepreneurial spirit has 
served him well. 

His most recent invention is a 
“de-watering trailer” that reduces the 
volume of waste products he hauls 
away from poultry processing plants, 
and he’s ready to build Phase I of an 
$18 million indoor composting facili-
ty, the first such plant on the Eastern 
Shore. He’s often called the “King of 
Compost.”

The “king” rose from humble be-
ginnings and has worked hard from 
an early age. He grew up on a 20-acre 
farm in Houston, Del., where his large 
family raised cows and pigs and grew 
grain and other crops. 

When Blessing was 17, his father 
became ill and the high schooler 
helped support the family by working 
the night shift at a local chicken pro-
cessing plant, going to school by day. 

He quit that job the day he graduat-
ed from Milford High School, vowing 
never to return. However, his father 
died that autumn, leaving him respon-
sible for the farm, and much of his 

work since then has been associated 
with the poultry industry. He hauled 
chicken waste to be applied on area 
farms, becoming one of the largest 
organic waste handlers on Delmarva.

Recognizing the need for a more 
environmentally friendly way to uti-
lize that waste, he began composting 
on a large scale. In 2002, Blessing 
got his first permit from Delaware 
Department of Natural Resources 
and Environmental Control for com-
posting, mixing carbon sources such 
as wood chips and yard waste with 

nitrogen-rich sources such as poultry 
waste at the former brownfield site 
where Draper Cannery had been lo-
cated in Milford.

Blessing was choosy in the materi-
als he used, opting for consistency in 
the ingredients of his compost in order 
to produce a consistent product. As a 
waste hauler, he diverted materials 
not suitable for his compost to other 
end users or, if there was no ultimate 
beneficial use, to a landfill. “We had 
to learn, to adjust, to identify what is 
great here on the Shore for compost 

and what is better for other methods,” 
he said.

Blessing’s life partner of 23 years, 
Marion Chandler, said he is able to 
look at material and determine how 
best to use it, a talent backed up by 
analysis.

Blessing also allows sufficient 
time to complete the composting pro-
cess. “You can’t make compost in six 
weeks,” he said.
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Bruce Blessing and his partner and director of operations, Marion Chandler, pose in front of an artist’s rendering of the $18 
million indoor composting facility they plan to build in Milford, Del.
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60 and 66 percent of our dollar being 
spent at home.”

From July 2020 to June 2021, the 
spending trend began to reverse. “In 
June 2021, we had gone back to 51 
percent being spent on food away from 
home,” he said.

Poultry prices have changed sig-
nificantly, Donohue said. “In some 
weeks of April 2020, the industry 
was selling breast meat at an average 
of 60 cents a pound, one of the low-
est prices I ever saw. In the middle 
of 2021 around the Fourth of July, it 
got to $1.95.” It is now about $1.80 or 
$1.85, he said.

Unlike other years when breast 
meat prices rise around Memorial Day 
and the Fourth of July then declining 
rapidly after Labor Day, Donohue 
said, 

“We are seeing prices rebound 
because there is a strong demand and 
there are some structural limitations to 
how much we can produce,” he said.

He continued, “A good rule of 
thumb is every time boneless breast 
meat goes up or down by a dime, it 
affects overall revenue per pound of 
meat we sell by about two cents.”

He said prices for commodity fro-
zen bulk leg quarters also have fluc-
tuated due in part to trade with China. 
“Since the end of 2020, prices climbed 
dramatically to about 40 or 43 cents 
because U.S. exporters have access 
to markets that had been unavailable 
to them.”

Wing prices, Donohue added, used 
to correlate closely to the Super Bowl 
but, “Since April 2020, the demand 
for wings both at home and outside 
the home has caused prices to increase 
tremendously up to about $2.70 in 
September. Last week cut wings were 
going for $3.30 or $3.35 a pound.”

“Think about the economics of 
this,” Donohue said. “You have a six-
pound chicken, wings are about 8 per-
cent of the live weight of a chicken, so 
you have about half a pound of chicken 
in two wings or about a quarter pound 
in one wing. If you’re getting $3 for 
wings, every wing is worth 75 cents. 
Every time a bird pops out of eviscer-
ation missing a wing, that’s 75 cents 
down the drain.”

Chicken feet, too, have increased. 
“Before the trade agreement with 
China, the average price for wings 
was about 50 cents a pound; now the 
average price is getting really close 
to $1.80, three and a half times what 
it was 22 months ago.” Donohue 
reported. “In the average plant, the 
paws weigh 2 to 2 1/2 percent of the 
live weight and 70 to 75 percent get 
harvested in the average plant. 

“Paw recovery is a critical part of 
what we do. It’s not just a co-product 
right now, it’s a central part of every-
thing that we sell.” 

Donohue also discussed production 
costs, noting corn prices rose from 
$4.20 a bushel in summer 2020 to 
$7.50 by autumn. “Every dollar in-
crease in a bushel of corn affects the 
live production costs by about 2 1/2 
cents a live pound.”

Soybeans, he said, have had a sim-
ilar trajectory. 

“Soybean meal was $450 a ton 
after last year’s harvest difficulties,” 
he said. “Every $100 a ton of soybean 
meal is two-and-one-half cents in live 
cost,” he said.

“So, the net effect of the higher 
corn and soybean meal cost from 
September of last year is that live pro-
duction cost went from 35 cents up to 
49 cents on every pound. Thirty-five 
or 40 percent of chick cost, too, is also 
related to the cost of feed ingredients.”

This year, “especially here on the 
Eastern Shore, you’ve seen some 
pretty intensive spikes in what you’re 
paying for a bushel of corn or a ton of 
soybean meal.

“In 2018-19, we had a carryout 
of 23 percent. Now, we’re down to 4 
percent in 2021,” he said.

Bird health, too, presents challeng-
es Donohue said, “Pullet mortality 
was running about 6 percent in 2017. 
Last month it was the highest I’ve seen 
— it was 7.89 percent, that’s average 
pullet mortality in the industry. If 
you don’t get them to the hen house, 

they’re not going to lay any eggs.
“It goes back to taking antibiotics 

out of the breeder hatchers. Weekly 
hen mortality is increased. Tradition-
ally it would be .25 to .3; last couple 
of months, it’s running close to .44 on 
a weekly basis. You pick up an extra 
tenth of a percent a week times four 
over a 40-week production cycle, you 
get 4 percent higher pullet mortality. 
It’s no longer 12 percent or 11 percent, 
it 15, 16, 17 percent. 

“You’re losing eggs as a result of 
that. Hatching eggs per hen house are 
significantly lower now than 4, 5, 6 
years ago. Weekly egg production is 
down and even more dramatically is 
the hatchability in the industry right 
now. Traditionally, we would be look-
ing for 83, 84 percent. Now, with some 
of the changes in male lines primarily 
driving this, we’re down close to 80 
percent average hatchability with little 
likelihood that this is going to change 
in the short term or medium term. 

“In the long term, if you shift male 
lines, it doesn’t mean that there’s no 
penalty on some other performance 
factor that you really like — con-
version ratio, growth rate, yields, 
etcetera.”

Broiler mortality is generally about 
4 percent this time of year. This year, 
“we are close to 4.9 percent mortality,” 
Donohue said. “Fifty-seven to 58 per-
cent of birds being processed are being 
fed NAE. They are not necessarily 
being sold NAE.” 

“Wage rates in the industry are up. 
Now the average wage rate for the 
chicken industry, with overtime and 
benefits is $24.30.

Labor shortages are affecting 
industry so “contract deboners are 
booming but shipping tanks of front 
halves out to be deboned kills you on 
breast meat yield. You get product out 
the door, but you lose fairly significant 
amount of yield depending on how 
far they’re transported, how many 
containers are out there and how long 
they’re being held.”

Pricing relates to the general econ-
omy, Donohue said. “The economy 
is up 4, 5, 6 percent. Restaurants 
are packed, people are looking to 
go out to dinner more frequently, so 
demand has been there. Supply has 
been a challenge largely because of 
bird health issues so even if people 
wanted to put more product out there 
in anticipation of demand, the in-
ability to access more hatching eggs, 
access more broilers being limited by 
increased mortality — all those are 
complicating factors.” 

Donohue compared the change in 
the Consumer Price Index and chicken 
prices since 1990. The CPI has more 
than doubled in those 30 years; but 
the price of chicken has risen only 
35 or 36 percent. He said all parts of 
the industry should be proud of this 
achievement. “You have all been part 
of this ability to continue to produce 
high quality protein to help feed or 
families and to feed people around 
the world and we should rightly be 
proud of that.”

The conference, organized by Del-
marva Chicken Association, was held 
at the Clarion Resort Fontainebleau 
Hotel.

Donohue ...
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Michael Donohue, vice president of Agri Stats Inc., discussed significant changes 
affecting the poultry industry including consumer behavior, market changes, 
increases in production costs and challenges in bird health at the National Meeting 
on Poultry Health, Processing and Live Production last month in Ocean City.

Photo by Nancy L. Smith

Missed Open
Enrollment?
Not a problem! 
FarmBureauHealthCare.com enables 
members to find healthcare coverage with 
WOW customer service and REAL savings, 
365 days a year! 

Open the camera on your phone and 
point it at the QR Code to the left. Then, 
tap the corresponding link to visit our 
website and schedule a call!

An exclusive member benefit provided 
by Maryland Farm Bureau
Visit HTTPS://FARMBUREAUHEALTHCARE.COM today!



The Mid-Atlantic Poultry Farmer, October 5, 2021            3

(Editor’s note: Ashlyn Snyder, a 
University of Maryland graduate stu-
dent is a co-author of this column.)

Sickness behavior is the way ani-
mals recover from disease. 

Sick chickens can be difficult to 
identify because, as a prey species, 
they rely on their instincts to hide 
sickness behavior because hiding 
signs of sickness tells predators that 
they are not an easy meal.
What is Normal Chicken Behavior? 

What Does it Look Like?
It is important to know what 

is normal for your birds. Normal 
behaviors are species-specific, 
displayed under natural conditions, 
occur in nature, and happen out of 
the animal’s own interest. 

Some natural chicken behaviors 
that are thought to be positive indica-
tors of welfare include preening, dust 
bathing, foraging and perching. 

Chickens are a flock species and 
need to be in groups to promote 
social behaviors, such as play. Social 
hierarchy (pecking order) is import-
ant and helps maintain social bal-
ance. 

Time spent engaging in natural 
behaviors will vary between breeds 
and individual chickens and will 
decrease when the birds are sick. 

Preening is a form of grooming. A 
chicken will run its beak through its 
feathers to distribute oils and realign 
the feathers. Chickens enjoy preening 
each other and this helps maintain 
positive social bonds.

Dust bathing refers to a series 
of behaviors including pecking and 
scratching at a substrate (such as 
dirt) followed by sitting and wing 
flapping to gather and distribute dust 
particles, then laying and rubbing or 
rolling and shaking off the particles. 

Dust bathing may help clean 
the feathers and remove external 
parasites and may occur as a social 
activity.

Foraging is an exploratory be-
havior that occurs when a chicken 
scratches or pecks at a potential food 
source (such as dirt or grass) even 
in the presence of freely accessible 
food. 

Chickens are highly motivated to 
forage and it takes up the majority of 
their daily time budget. 

Foraging may provide chickens 
with information about the environ-
ment they may utilize in the future, 
but it is also self-rewarding in that 
chickens may come across higher 
quality food items. 

Chickens are socially motivated to 
forage and will forage more often in 
the presence of others.

Perching refers to a chicken sitting 
on surfaces off the ground. 

Chickens often perch close to 
the ground and roost on surfaces at 
greater heights. 

Perching is typically performed 
for rest but also allows chickens to 
escape ground-dwelling predators 
and aggressive peers. 

Roosting refers specifically to 
sleeping while perching.

Play can be either a social activity 
or individual activity and includes 

several behaviors such as sparring, 
food-running, and frolicking. 

Sparring is play fighting without 
intent to injure and may involve 
jumping with light kicking or peck-
ing and stand-offs. 

Physical contact during sparring 
isn’t forceful. 

Food-running involves chasing 
another bird with a piece of feed or 
large object. 

Frolicking is spontaneous activity 
such as running, jumping or wing 
flapping.

 Typically, these behaviors de-
crease with age.
Behaviors indicating sickness and 

how they contribute to recovery
Sickness behaviors in chickens 

include a wide variety of behaviors, 
from subtle to clear clinical signs of 
illness. 

Sick animals behave in a way that 
promotes healing and recovery. Of-
ten, this involves prioritizing differ-

Is my chicken sick?
POULTRY 
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Flock supervisors honored for dedication to 
chicken community’s farmers, companies
GEORGETOWN, Del. — New-

castle Ten f lock supervisors from 
Delmarva’s five chicken companies 
received Outstanding Flock Super-
visor awards at Delmarva Chicken 
Association’s 56th National Meeting 
on Poultry Health, Processing, and 
Live Production. 

As flock supervisors, these chicken 
company employees work face-to-face 
with independent chicken growers as 
liaisons between the farmer and the 
chicken company. 

The f lock supervisors honored 
were:

• Kristen Tarr of Allen Harim, a 
three-time honoree;

• Devin Burke of Amick Farms, a 
first-time honoree;

• Dean Mitchell of Amick Farms, 
a two-time honoree;

• Larry Gregory of Mountaire 
Farms, a three-time honoree;

• Katelyn MacCann of Mountaire 
Farms, a first-time honoree;

• Greg East of Perdue Foods, a two-
time honoree;

• Dan Malone of Perdue Foods, a 
first-time honoree;

• John Pfleger of Perdue Foods, a 
three-time honoree;

• Mindy Phillips of Perdue Foods, 
a two-time honoree; and

• Casey Paglia of Tyson Foods, a 
first-time honoree

“The job of a flock supervisor is 
difficult and complex,” said DCA 
President Jennifer Feindt. “You are 

the liaison for the company, delivering 
both good and bad news, and all while 
having these discussions with people 
you’ve built relationships with and 
have become more than just a contract 
— but are friends.”

“This year, flock supervisors were 
chicken growers’ partners in working 
our way back to normal after the 
COVID-19 pandemic’s 2020 dis-
ruptions,” said Holly Porter, DCA’s 
executive director. “An outstanding 
f lock supervisor makes life on the 
farm easier for a chicken grower, and 
offers assurance to a chicken company 
that standards and practices are being 
followed. These award recipients work 
hard day in and day out to meet those 
goals.”

WASHINGTON — The U.S. broiler 
industry’s carbon footprint has de-
clined 18 percent for every kilogram 
of bird produced from 2010 to 2020, 
according to the National Chicken 
Council’s inaugural Sustainability 
Report.

In releasing the report, the NCC 
said it provides a comprehensive 
overview of U.S. broilers, and the in-
dustry’s collective progress in its envi-
ronmental, poultry welfare and social 
impact journey, as well as efforts to 
build a more sustainable food system.

The 2020 U.S. Broiler Chicken 
Industry Sustainability Report was 
submitted to the Scientific Group 
of the United Nations Food Systems 
Summit 2021, ahead of the UN Food 
Systems Summit to be held  Sept. 23 
in New York City. 

Guided and inspired by the call to 
action in the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals, the report is also intended 
to complement the important work be-
ing done by the United States Round-
table for Sustainable Poultry & Eggs, 
which is developing a framework for 
collecting data to further innovation, 
drive improvements and support com-
munication about the measured and 
verified sustainability of U.S. chicken.

Six essential industry topics are 
addressed in NCC’s report, includ-
ing: air, land and water; broiler health 
and welfare; employee safety and 
well-being; food and consumer safety; 
community support; and food security. 

The report features new broiler life 
cycle assessment data commissioned 
by NCC. 

The Broiler Production System Life 
Cycle Assessment: 2020 Update re-
veals the broiler industry achieved 
significant improvements in key sus-
tainability intensity metrics (environ-
mental footprint per kilogram of bird) 

RALEIGH, N.C. — The feed addi-
tive sodium bisulfate administered to 
broilers during a coccidial challenge 
appeared to benefit gut integrity, Elle 
Chadwick, Graduate Research Assis-
tant, North Carolina State University, 
told Poultry Health Today.

Chadwick and colleagues have 
been studying the interaction of diet 
and disease and its impact on weight 
and intestinal integrity. 

Their study with 1,200 male broil-
ers included a comparison of results 
in broilers that received diets with 
or without sodium bisulfate during a 
coccidial challenge.

Broilers from different treatment 
groups were scored for coccidial 

lesions, and histologic samples were 
collected for measuring villi. 

The investigators also administered 
fluorescein isothiocyanate-dextran, a 
florescent dye, which enabled them to 
assess gut permeability. 

Chickens drink the dye, then blood 
is collected and the amount of dye that 
moves from the digestive tract into the 
blood indicates the permeability of the 
intestines, Chadwick explained.

When sodium bisulfate was added 
to the diet, there appeared to be no im-
pact in birds that were not challenged 
with coccidia, but “it seems that there 
was some sort of benefit when the 
birds were being challenged,” Chad-
wick said. 

She later clarified those benefits 
were to weight gain, intestinal struc-
ture and intestinal integrity.

“I think that there’s a potential for 
this product and a lot of other feed ad-
ditives if we look at both gut integrity 
and then also [at] growth,” Chadwick 
said.

Consensus is lacking regarding 
the ideal size and length of the villi, 
she said, but generally speaking, “you 
would like long and relatively thick 
villi [in the upper digestive tract]” 
and a large surface area to enable the 
absorption of as many nutrients as 
possible, she continued. 

At the bottom of the villi are crypts, 
which is where cells proliferate and 

“where the magic happens.” 
If there’s something that disturbs 

the crypt, that’s usually a sign of 
disease.

In an earlier study, Chadwick and 
colleagues looked at acute heat stress 
in broilers that were fed sodium bi-
sulfate. 

Although they didn’t find a dif-
ference in weight, they did see a 
difference in villi maintenance and a 
difference in mortality among birds 
that received the feed additive. 

Birds that were heat stressed but 
did not receive the feed additive end-
ed up drinking more water, leading 
to f lushing, and had poor nutrient 
absorption.

Report sees 
progress and 
future growth 
opportunities

Feed additive appears to aid gut integrity in broilers

The Delmarva Chicken Association recognized its 2021 Outstanding Flock Supervisor Award winners at the recent National 
Meeting on Poultry Health, Processing and Live Production in Ocean City, Md., Sept 29. From left is Kristen Tarr from Allen Harim 
receiving her third award; Devin Burke with Amick Farms; Dean Mitchell with Amick Farms receiving his second award; and 
Casey Paglia with Tyson Foods. Award winners not in attendance were Larry Gregory of Mountaire Farms; Katelyn MacCann of 
Mountaire Farms; Greg East of Perdue Foods; Dan Malone of Perdue Foods; John Pfleger of Perdue Foods; and Mindy Phillips of 
Perdue Foods.
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WASHINGTON — Continuing a 
year-long positive trend, exports of 
U.S. broilers, eggs and turkey posted 
across-the-board gains in both volume 
and value for the first seven months 
of 2021, according to new trade data 
released by the USDA’s Foreign Ag-
ricultural Service.

Total broiler export quantity for 
January through July this year set a 
record of 2,150,960 metric tonnes. 
Meanwhile, strength in South Korea, 

Canada, Mexico, and Hong Kong 
propelled egg exports. 

Table egg exports for the first seven 
months of this year set an all-time high 
at 116.2 million dozen. 

Turkey exports for January through 
July this year increased 3.3 percent in 
volume and 9.9 percent in value.

Based on a previous economic 
snapshot, total broiler export volume 
reached an all-time high for the Janu-
ary through June period, with Mexico, 

China, Cuba, and the Philippines lead-
ing the way. Cuba and the Philippines 
set records for both the volume and 
value of U.S. chicken imports, while 
Mexico and China set a record for the 
value of their imports. 

The four markets together ac-
counted for 49.2 percent of total U.S. 
chicken exports.

Exports of U.S. table eggs set 
an all-time record in the first half 
of this year in volume and were the 

second-highest ever in value. Table 
egg exports to South Korea were the 
highest ever in both volume and val-
ue in the first half, while shipments 
to Mexico and Hong Kong were the 
second higher.

“Despite all of the issues that our 
industry has had to face over the last 
year and more, the export side has 
come through in record-setting fash-
ion,” said USAPEEC President Jim 
Sumner. 

U.S. poultry exports on track for another record year

Weimer ...
Continued from Page 3

ent behaviors from normal. 
These trade-offs help reallocate 

resources and energy to fighting 
infection, particularly when the bird 
has a fever. 

Fever both suppresses and 
destroys pathogens during infec-
tion and is aided by behaviors and 
metabolic changes that reduce heat 
loss, increase heat production and 
conserve energy, such as fatigue. 
Sickness behavior can also appear as 
a reduction in frequency, duration or 
intensity of normal behavior.

Dullness or depression is when 
the bird has reduced interest in the 

environment and interactions with 
conspecifics, including, but not lim-
ited to, play, dominance and repro-
ductive behaviors.

Fatigue (lethargy) is when the 
bird is not standing or moving 
around as much as it normally does. 
More time is spent sitting or resting, 
and it may often keep its eyes closed. 
Reduced activity preserves resources 
by limiting energy expenditure.

Inattentiveness is when the bird 
does not respond to changes or 
stressors, such as human presence 
and sudden sounds or motions.

Anorexia is when the bird is 
eating less than normal. Anorexia 
directly suppresses infection by 
reducing the nutrients available for 
pathogens to use toward replication.

Isolating is when the bird does 
not interact with other chickens as 

much as previously and may self-iso-
late by spending more time away 
from the rest of the flock.

Hunching is when the chicken is 
standing, with ruffled feathers, neck 
pressed into its chest and head down. 
The bird may be drooping its wings 
with eyes closed.

Huddling is when chickens group 
together to conserve body heat 
during cold stress or fever.
Chicken welfare: What can we do?

Sickness management is import-
ant to the welfare of our chickens.

Identify chickens with behavioral 
or physiological signs of illness and 
evaluate the need for treatment. 

Chickens that may become sick or 
are sick should be isolated to provide 
specialized care and to prevent the 
spread of disease to healthy chick-
ens. 

Establish a relationship with a 
reliable local veterinarian, call your 
vet for a diagnosis, and treat your 
chickens as directed. 

Severely ill or injured chickens 
are unlikely to survive and may need 
to be euthanized.

Prevent sickness in your chick-
ens by knowing what distresses 
your chickens and how they behave 
during stressful events. Manage and 
reduce stressors, as they are linked 
to suppress the immune system. 
Always practice biosecurity and 
regularly clean everything in the 
housing area. 

Consider vaccinations to prevent 
disease and quarantine new birds 
before introducing them into your 
flock to ensure they are healthy and 
to prevent disease transmission into 
your flock.
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between 2010 and 2020:
• Land use: down 13 percent;
• Greenhouse gas emissions (car-

bon footprint): down 18 percent;
• Water consumption: down 13 

percent;
• Fossil resources use: down 22 

percent; and

• Particulate forming emissions: 
down 22 percent.

The report also features the US 
chicken industry’s collective accom-
plishments, including:

• Decreasing broiler chicken on-
farm mortality rates by 72 percent 
since 1925;

• Defining the essential elements of 
broiler chicken care with NCC’s Wel-
fare Guidelines;

• Donating more than $133 million 
and 20 million meals to local commu-
nities at the height of the pandemic 

in 2020;
• Bolstering global food security 

with broiler exports totaling 7.4 billion 
pounds in 2020;

• Providing Americans and people 
across the world – throughout all life 
stages – with affordable, nutritious 
protein; and

• Achieving an 86-percent decline 
in Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration recordable injuries 
and illnesses in the poultry processing 
sector over the past 25 years.

“We take pride in how our chicken 

gets from farm to table, but we know 
that sustainability is a journey of col-
lective successes and growth areas. 
It’s on us as an industry to review our 
impact and areas of improvement so 
that we can direct our industry toward 
a more sustainable future,” said Mike 
Brown, NCC president. “We invite 
all consumers to learn how the US 
chicken industry is producing safe, 
nutritious and sustainable food. This 
new report is one resource to help 
shed light on the sustainable practices 
behind the food on their table.”

RICHMOND, Va. — An outbreak 
of salmonella cases among backyard 
poultry f locks has experts urging 
owners to practice safe handling and 
proper hygiene when working with 
birds, eggs and meat.

According to the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention, U.S. 
salmonella cases for 2021 had risen 
to 863 as of Aug. 31. That’s 191 new 
cases since the previous report on July 
23, with 209 hospitalizations and two 
deaths among 47 states. Of those, 32 
cases have been reported in Virginia, 
and one person has died.

“Salmonella bacteria may be found 
in poultry manure, and may not make 
the bird sick,” said Dr. Charles Broad-
dus, state veterinarian and director of 

the Virginia Department of Agricul-
ture and Consumer Services’ Division 
of Food Industry Services. “The most 
effective way to prevent people who 
are handling chicks and chickens from 
getting sick is for them to wash their 
hands well after handling.”

Broaddus and other experts are 
asking parents to be especially vigilant 
when it comes to children, as one in 
four salmonella cases involve children 
under 5.

“Since small children are often not 
as aware of not putting their hands in 
their mouths or washing them well, 
we recommend that small children 
not handle poultry until they are of 
the age that their parents can trust 
them to wash their hands well and 

not put their hands in their mouths 
after handling chicks and chickens,” 
Broaddus advised.

Even if they look clean and healthy, 
backyard birds still can carry salmo-
nella germs. Never kiss or cuddle 
poultry, and don’t eat or drink around 
them. 

When collecting eggs, use fine 
sandpaper, a brush or cloth to clear 
off dirt. Don’t rinse or wash them, 
because cooler water can pull germs 
into the egg through the porous shell.

“It’s very important that everyone 
practice biosecurity and proper per-
sonal hygiene to limit exposure,” said 
Tony Banks, senior assistant director 
of agriculture, development and in-
novation for Virginia Farm Bureau 

Federation. “This is especially true for 
owners of backyard poultry and small 
commercial flocks—these individuals 
may not be aware of the potential 
hazard or may not wear dedicated 
clothing and footwear to reduce their 
potential exposure when working with 
their fowl.”

According to the CDC, severe 
symptoms of salmonella include a fe-
ver higher than 102 degrees, vomiting, 
diarrhea and signs of dehydration such 
as dry mouth and throat and dizziness. 
Seek medical attention right away if 
you’re experiencing any of these.

For more information about the 
salmonella outbreak and safe handling 
practices, visit https://bit.ly/3AboX-
OW.

Safe handling urged as backyard salmonella cases spike

Blessing developed an in-vessel 
system that produced a superior prod-
uct soon in demand by golf courses, 
gardeners and farmers. He uses the 
compost, called “Blessings Blends,” 
in the potting soil for his own green-
house operation, which produces 
potted plants that are sold at a retail 
facility at the intersection of Route 1 
and Sugar Hill Road in Milford.

Blessings Blends are in high de-
mand by organic growers since re-
ceiving an OMRI (Organics Material 
Review Institute) Listed Seal. He has 
further improved some products by 
adding increased nitrogen, phospho-
rus and potassium. Natural fertilizer 
products from blood meal, bone meal 
and feather meal are expensive, he 
said, because they are also used in 
the pet industry. “With my process, 
all these are already in the product.”

Blessing had been composting for 
years on a commercial site he said is 
surrounded by land in agricultural 
preservation with no possibility of 
building more homes, yet there were 
neighbors who complained. Legal bat-
tles ensued, resulting in a conditional 
use permit that was later withdrawn 
and the eventual shutting down of his 
composting operation. Blessing sued 
Sussex County, winning a settlement 
agreement that will allow him to 
resume composting operations only 
in an indoor facility, which he had 
planned to build anyway. After years 
of consulting with college experts and 
engineers, he has developed plans 

that are currently under review by 
Soil Conservation Service. He hopes 
to start construction next year on the 
first phase, which will cost about $6 
million.

“We’ve had to reinvent ourselves 
multiple times to meet different 
needs,” Blessing said. There are chal-
lenges with composting outside, in-
cluding humidity and rain. An indoor 
facility will allow him more control 
over the process. “Most successful 
composting operations in the United 
States are indoors,” he said. “I knew 
eventually the right process would be 
to put it inside.”

The 160-foot by 250-foot building 
will have positive and negative aera-
tion pressure, with air exchanged four 
times an hour.

The facility will have the first sub-
merged gravel wetlands, he said, sub-
stituting for the required stormwater 
ponds. With a stone base covered with 
soil, these wetlands will be planted 

with plants that take up nutrient-rich 
materials and, to the delight of Chan-
dler, that attract pollinator species. 
The entire perimeter of the property 
will have a buffer planted in butterfly- 
and bird-attracting plants and trees. 
Chandler has overseen the planning 
of this aspect of the project.

On the existing concrete pad where 
he had been composting, a butterfly 
sanctuary will be built. Eventually it 
will be open to the public. Blessing 
noted his operation is adjacent to 
Prime Hook, which attracts hundreds 
of tourists each year.

A heat recovery system will re-
move warm air from the composting 
buildings and direct it to Blessing’s 
greenhouses to heat the floors there. 
He anticipates getting millions of 
BTUs from the compost.

Once the first building is complete, 
hopefully in December 2022, Blessing 
will be able to resume his composting 
business. He said he already has a 

waiting list of potential distributors 
of his product. At present he is being 
allowed to sell previously produced 
compost from his site.

For now, as his waste hauling busi-
ness continues, he has a joint venture 
with McGill Environmental Systems 
in Waverly, Va., which does compost-
ing, and with Trenton Biogas, a food 
waste recycling and renewable energy 
facility in New Jersey, to accept cer-
tain materials. 

“I have been tasked to clean up the 
wastewater lagoon at one integrator’s 
facility since 2018,” Blessing said. “I 
purchased a floating excavator for this 
purpose.” 

This is where the dewatering trailer 
proves useful. With the cost of trans-
port, being able to reduce the volume 
and weight of material being hauled by 
as much as 50 percent saves money for 
him and for his customer. By draining 
off water and leaving it to be treated 
and recirculated by the poultry pro-
cessing plant’s wastewater treatment 
system, he can reduce what’s being 
hauled and provide a more suitable 
product to his venture partners.

“It is difficult to dewater waste 
from poultry processing because of 
the fat,” Blessing said. “Our method 
uses gravity and polymers that start 
the draining right away.” He developed 
a custom dewatering fabric and metal 
screens which can be installed inside a 
tractor trailer or removed so the trailer 
can haul other materials.

Blessing summed up an interview 
by quoting a good friend who warned 
him, “Just remember, pioneers get 
scalped.” Blessing quipped, “I haven’t 
been scalped yet, but I’ve come close. I 
know my product is superior to what’s 
out there.”

In specially outfitted 
“de-watering” trailers, 
polymers and gravity 
cause water to drain 
from waste products 
collected at poultry 
processing plants. The 
water remains on-site 
to be treated by the 
plant’s wastewater 
treatment system 
while the solids, now 
reduced in volume, are 
transported elsewhere 
by Bruce Blessings’ 
trucks for further 
processing.

Photo by Carol Kinsley
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(Editor’s note: Ten outstanding 
poultry producers were honored 
earlier this year by the Delmarva 
Chicken Association, formerly known 
as the Delmarva Poultry Industry. 
In this and subsequent issues of the 
monthly The Mid-Atlantic Poultry 
Farmer supplement, the selected 
growers will be highlighted.)

SNOW HILL, Md. — Tonya Tim-
mons operates a two-house chicken 
farm, raising 40,100 birds at a time 
for Perdue Farms in houses that ap-
pear older in age, but have been retro-
fitted inside with modern technology 
and equipment — fans, temperature 
controllers, drinker lines, feeders 
and augers. 

Timmons successfully executed a 
move up from being a tenant farmer 
— who is an employee of a contract 
chicken grower — to owning and 
operating her own farm, “Amazing 
Grace.”

She wasn’t sure the move would 
succeed financially, she said, until 
one day, working on her prior farm, 
she said she heard a crystal-clear 
message from God: Everything 

would work out once she purchased 
the farm.

“I moved forward in faith. I trust-
ed the Lord,” Timmons said. “He is 
the first person I answer to, and then 
I answer to Perdue, and that’s a really 
good thing. I’m a woman of integrity, 
and I care about how I do things… 

there’s a scripture that says, ‘One 
plants, another waters, but it’s God 
that gives the increase.’ And that’s 
what happens here.”

Timmons, whose husband works 
off the farm at a glass company, sees 
her farm as proof that smaller opera-
tions of two or three chicken houses 

can thrive today alongside larger 
operations, all of them in one chicken 
community. 

“There are challenges. You really 
have to pour money back into your 
farm,” she said. “I believe we have 
farmers who really care about what 
they’re doing. I’m one of them.”

Delmarva Chicken Association’s Outstanding Poultry Producers

Tonya Timmons raises 
chickens for Perdue Farms 
in Snow Hill, Md. “There’s 
a scripture that says, ‘one 
plants, another waters, but 
it’s God that gives the in-
crease, and that’s what hap-
pens here’,” she said.

Photo courtesy DCA

Tonya Timmons, Perdue Farms, Snow Hill, Md.

Ingredients
• 6 chicken thighs, skin removed, 

fat trimmed
• 6 chicken drumsticks, skin re-

moved
• 1 1/2 teaspoons coarse salt, di-

vided
• 1 1/2 teaspoons ground corian-

der, divided
• 2 teaspoons canola oil 
• 1 medium onion, peeled, cut in 

large dice
• 2 teaspoons grated fresh ginger
• 2 cloves garlic, minced
• 2 large sweet potatoes, peeled, 

cut in chunks
• 1 cup fat free, reduced sodium 

chicken broth
• 1 can (15 oz) unsalted diced to-

matoes, crushed
• half-cup peanut butter
• half-teaspoon ground red pepper
• 3 tablespoons unsalted peanuts
• 2 tablespoons chopped cilantro

Directions
Season chicken with 3/4-teaspoon 

salt and half-teaspoon coriander. In 
nonstick Dutch oven, place oil and 
heat to medium-high temperature. 

Add one half of chicken and cook 
until brown on all sides, about 10 min-
utes. 

Remove chicken to platter; repeat 

with remaining chicken. 
To drippings remaining in same 

pan, add onion and cook, stirring, 2 
minutes. 

Add ginger and garlic and sauté 1-2 
minutes more. Stir in sweet potatoes. 

Add chicken broth, tomatoes, pea-
nut butter, ground red pepper and re-
maining salt and coriander; top with 
chicken. 

Spoon sauce over chicken. Heat to 
boiling, reduce heat to medium. 

Serve in soup bowls; sprinkle with 
cilantro. Makes six servings. 

—Recipe, photo courtesy DCA

 OCTOBER’S DCA RECIPE

Chicken sweet potato with 
African peanut sauce

Bobcat of Accomac
Accomac, VA
757.787.4141

Marydel Ag Supply
Marydel, DE

302.343.9541

Binkley & Hurst
     Seaford, DE     |     Kennedyville, MD

866.670.4705     |      888.269.0372

Visit a Local Dealer

www.lvimfg.com

LVI Pulvi-Master, now in 72 in. and 96 in.
– Extend the life & value of poultry litter
by conditioning & pulverizing the cakes

• 4-Rows of abrasive-resistant angled free 
swinging pulverizing blades

• External grease fittings to service bearings
• Drier litter equals less ammonia
• Adjustable rear leveling gate
• Improve paw quality
• Quick hitch ready

• Remote Auto-Adjust for Ease of Operation
• 6” Diameter Discharge with Air Speeds up 

to 200 MPH & 4200 RPM
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