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By Dianna Borsi O’Brien and David Reed
Insurance executive Charlie Digges Sr. 

and his wife, Kathy, had a surprise waiting 
for them last weekend when they migrated 
back to their home in the genteel Grasslands 
neighborhood after spending the winter in 
Florida.

While they were gone, the City Council 
passed an ordinance allowing city residents 
to raise chickens, and the neighbors across 
the street, Fred and Ann Koenig, built a chick-
en coop visible from their front windows.

Charlie didn’t want to be quoted about 
the chicken coop nearing completion, but 
leaders of the real estate community who 
fought the ordinance and predicted it would 
lead to property devaluation might be sur-
prised by Kathy’s reaction after getting a 
tour from the Koenigs.

“I think the structure is darling,” she said. 
“It looks like a child’s playhouse. I don’t see 
this as a detriment to the neighborhood, and 
if everybody does it like this, although I don’t 
know that they will, this will be OK.” 

A next-door neighbor who didn’t want her 
name published said she’s not bothered by 
having a chicken coop 10 feet from her prop-
erty line and added, “It looks like a well-built 
small building.”

That’s the reaction the Koenigs were 
hoping for when they set out to be pioneers 
of Columbia’s urban chicken initiative after 
living in the Grasslands for 10 years. 

“We wanted to make a good impres-
sion,” said Ann Koenig, an urban forester 
who works for the Missouri Department of 
Conservation and is a champion tree climber.

The Koenigs designed the 4-foot-by-6-foot 
coop themselves after reading library books 
and Internet sites such as backyardbirds.com. 

Ann Koenig grew up on a farm in 
Gasconade County, and her husband’s fam-
ily has been operating a farm in adjacent 
Maries County for more than 100 years.

Her father came for a 10-day visit to help 
with the construction the fenced pen was 
buried six inches deep to keep the raccoons 
out. The door has a large viewing window “so 
we can see in from the deck” and the nesting 
box has a lid accessible from the outside so 
their children can easily collect eggs. 

“I’ve been wanting chickens for years,” 
she said. Their sons, ages 5 and 8, “like col-
lecting eggs when they go to the farm,” and 
it will be good for them to have egg collecting 
as another chore at their city house. “We’ll 
invite the neighbor kids who don’t have the 
opportunity to visit a farm.” 

Fred, the statewide editor of United 
Methodist Church publications, said the 
clucking and chirping from the three or four 
hens they plan to purchase in the coming 
weeks at about $6 apiece “won’t sound much 
different than the (wild) birds in the neighbor-
hood.” The noise will often be drowned out by 
kids playing in the yard, which includes a sand 
box with a wooden fort, rope swings and a zip 
line connecting a tree house to a nearby tree 
that Ann uses for climbing practice.

While the Koenigs were talking, their dog, 
a Scottish terrier named Amos, bolted to the 
edge of the yard to confront two dogs be-
ing walked down the street on leashes. Fred 
Koenig scooped him up to quell the barking.  

Although barking dogs are louder than 
clucking chickens, “People are more used to 
dogs,” Ann Koenig said. 

Koenig said she was surprised by the 
debate over the urban chicken ordinance 
and the continued references to the City 
Council’s decision during the recent local 
campaigns, when incumbent candidates 
were criticized for spending valuable time on 
the issue.

“It’s more of a hot-button issue than I ex-
pected it to be,” she said. <

What’s happened since the backyard birds became legal?

Highlights of the 
chicken ordinance
The ordinance decriminalizing backyard chickens 
was passed on Feb. 1 following efforts started in 
2009 to repeal or replace a 1964 city ordinance, 
which required a half acre for every chicken. 
(Hindman, Sturtz, Hoppe and Skala voted in favor; 
Thornhill, Nauser and Wade voted against.) 

7 Chickens must be kept in an enclosure or fenced 
areas at all times.

7 Only six female chickens are allowed per tract of 
land (no roosters allowed).

7 Chickens must be protected from predators           
at night.

7 Chicken dwellings must be 10 feet from the 
property line and 25 feet from adjacent residential 
housing, schools, churches or places of business.

7 Commercial chicken operations are prohibited.

7 Chicken odors must not be “perceptible” at the 
property boundary.

7 Chicken waste is the responsibility of the owner; no 
more than three cubic feet of chicken manure can 
accumulate.

7 Dogs or cats that kill chickens will not be 
considered dangerous or aggressive animals for this 
offense alone.

7 Lack of care, illness issues and abuse complaints 
will be handled through animal control and 
protection ordinances. <

Urban chickens popular? Not initially
Despite fears of wayward chickens, crowing roosters and foul odors 

destroying real estate values, the chicken industry in Columbia hasn’t ex-
actly, well, taken flight.

Mary Stilwell, one of the forces behind changing the ordinance to allow 
backyard chickens, estimates there are currently only 50 or so chickens 
within the city limits. Stilwell, who teaches the hen classes sponsored by 
the Columbia Center for Urban Agriculture, doesn’t foresee a huge in-
crease in the number of chickens and predicts the chicken population to 
increase to 100 by the end of the year.

Her first class since the ordinance passed drew about 50 students, 
and the second on March 13 attracted only a handful of potential chicken 
farmers. 

Even in Portland, Ore., a metropolitan area of 2 million people where 
chickens have been legal for years, only 500 or so families are raising 
chickens, Stillwell said. (In Missouri, cities that allow chicken coops include 
St. Louis, Kansas City, Springfield, Branson and Joplin.)

Don Jones and Deann McKinley of Orscheln Farm & Home said the 
Paris Road store has had an increase in telephone calls from people ask-
ing about chicks for sale.

But not one aspiring urban chicken “rancher” attended Orscheln’s first 
ever “Chick Clinic” on March 6. The Saturday morning class, overseen by 
Jones, provided tips for people raising chickens. 

In fact, the class and Orscheln’s new chicken e-mail club, which will 
provide customers with quarterly newsletters, were not in reaction to 
Columbia’s new chicken ordinance, said Becky Honey, Orscheln spokes-
woman. With stores throughout nine Midwest states, Orscheln has been 
selling chicks for years and has recently started offering the chick classes, 
along with bird-feeding events and pet clinics. It’s simply a marketing effort 
to better serve customers, she said.

The one change in sales policy at both Orscheln’s and at Bourn Feed 
& Supply is due to the change in the law, which now allows Columbia ven-
dors to sell one chick at a time. Prior to the passage of the new chicken 
ordinance, the law in Columbia required vendors to sell a minimum of 12 
chickens. <

Raising backyard birds “kind of fun” 
Matt Nappe took Stillwell’s class and then bought six chicks of assorted 

breeds and took them to his home on Worley Street in early March while he 
was still building his chicken coop in the backyard. 

“I thought it would be kind of fun,” he said, adding that he liked the idea of 
having fresh eggs every day.

Nappe said Stilwell’s class answered a lot of his questions and also gave 
him a heads up on potential problems and local resources for supplies. 

So how difficult is it to raise a chicken in your backyard? 
It’s easier than raising a big dog, answered Daniel Soetaert, one of the 

founders of the Columbia Center for Urban Agriculture, a nonprofit dedicated 
to helping city folk practice organic gardening. He and his housemates live at 
the site of the organization’s demonstration gardens on St. Joseph Street in 
north central Columbia and are raising chickens. 

“It’s so easy,” he said, especially compared to the effort he’s currently put-
ting into raising a puppy. “That’s 10 times or 20 times more work than the hens.”

Deann McKinley tends to the chickens at Orscheln Farm & Home. "I've been called the chicken lady," 
said McKinley. "In the morning I'll come in and whistle to them, and they'll calm down. I think they're 
comforted by it and think I'm mama bird." 

LEFT: Oliver Koenig helps 
his mom, Ann, work on 
the nesting box of their 
chicken coop in the 
Grasslands neighborhood. 
The Koenigs built the 
4-by-6-foot hen house in 
about two weeks. "People 
in the neighborhood are 
already thinking of how 
to name the chickens," 
Ann Koenig said. "The 
girls want to name them 
after flowers, a couple of 
the adults want to name 
them after the streets in 
the Grasslands, and Henry 
wants to name them after 
the Star Wars characters."

RIGHT: Koenig works on 
the ladder to the chicken 
coop with her sons Oliver, 
left, and Henry. 

Matt Nappe recently purchased six chickens after Columbia passed its Chicken 
Ordinance on Feb. 1, which allows residents to raise up to six chickens within the city 
limits. Nappe houses his chickens in a cardboard box in his home office until they are 
strong enough to go outside in the chicken coop. 

By Dianna O’Brien
When I was a kid living in 
another city, we had a pet 
chicken named Harriet and 
a rooster named Harry. They 
lived in the garage and ate out 
of an old dog food bowl. 

Our dogs, a black mutt of an indistinct lineage and 
a collie mix, never bothered the birds, though the collie 
would herd them back into our yard when they wandered 
over to the neighbor’s. The neighbors never complained. 
(But then again, we never complained when they mowed 
their lawn at 6 a.m. on Sundays and sang opera in Italian.)

Harriet laid one brown egg a day for several years, de-
spite the obvious lack of scientific care and feeding. 

Harry’s life span was shorter but only because he drew 
my mother’s wrath. Not because of his crowing (not just 
at daybreak, by the way) but because one day he chased 
my 6-year-old baby brother all the way from the front yard 
to the backyard and threatened to peck the heck out of him. 

My mom, who grew up on a farm, caught up with 
Harry, took him out of sight behind the garage and wrung 
the old boy’s neck. 

Then she cleaned and plucked him and put him in the 
freezer with the frozen chickens purchased from the local 
grocery. That way, when we bit into our former pet, no one 
was the wiser.  <
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