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Summary 
 

The objective of this report is to detail the results of research into the Urban Hen Program in 
Edmonton, as well as provide a recommendation for an updated urban hens policy for the City 
of Edmonton (the City). The City commenced implementation of an Urban Hen Keeping Pilot 
Project involving 19 sites, in late 2014 (City of Edmonton, 2019a). The goal of the pilot was to 
further understand the impacts of urban hens and to determine good husbandry principles 
within an urban context. The results of the pilot project were also intended to gauge the 
viability and establish a framework for a potential Urban Hen Keeping Program.  
  

The City of Edmonton’s Community Services Committee agreed on March 7, 2016, to extend 
the pilot another year and to increase the number of licences from 19 to 50 (City of Edmonton, 
2019a). The pilot’s extension allowed the City to further study the potential issues and concerns 
that are associated with keeping urban hens. According to the Status of the Urban Hen Project 
report, there are currently 45 licensed sites, five sites awaiting development review and 
inspection approval and a waiting list with 14 individuals wanting to obtain licences for the 
Urban Hen Keeping Program (Citizen Services Committee, 2019). The report said that since 
2016, 101 inspections have been completed and that overall, the majority of coops are well 
maintained. However, the City of Edmonton has limited animal control staff resources to put 
toward oversight of the program. The precise extent of demand in Edmonton is unknown since 
there are some interested in urban hen keeping but opt not to put their name on the waiting 
list.  
 

Edmonton’s Urban Hen Keeping program is part of a trend that describes the benefits of 
local food and being part of your own food production. Specifically, it is suggested that urban 
hens can help to create a secure, safe, and local food system, and to help teach children and 
adults where their food comes from (Miller, 2011). With this in mind, keeping urban hens can 
contributes to the strategic directions of fresh: Edmonton’s Food and Urban Agriculture 
Strategy by “enlivening the public realm through a diversity of food activities and expand urban 
agriculture” (fresh, 2012). These advantages are becoming more commonly known and many 
places in Canada now allow urban backyard hens. However, restrictions may apply with some 
placing caps on the number of hens while many other cities, such as St. Albert, Lacombe, 
Vancouver, Victoria, Kamloops, Revelstoke, and Surrey, have urban hen policies in place with no 
caps placed on the number of households that are allowed to keep and raise these hens.  
 

The City of Edmonton has put guidelines for care on keeping urban hens, along with the 
current cap. In the “Urban Hen Keeping Procedures and Guidelines” document, a minimum 
three hens and a maximum six hens per site are allowed. Hen owners must meet standards of 
care and setbacks from buildings and property lines. Site requirements need to comply with 
Zoning Bylaw 12800 and poultry keeping is enforced under Section 27 of the Animal Licensing 
and Control Bylaw 13145. In a survey done by Administration via Edmonton Insight Community, 
57 % of Edmontonians support hens being raised near their property. 
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Based on a review of Edmonton’s interest in urban hens and local food, as well as the 
review of other Canadian cities with urban hen policies, Edmonton Food Council (EFC) is 
recommending changes to the exiting policy that remove the cap on the number of household 
able to obtain licenses. EFC suggests that this new urban hens policy for Edmonton will enable 
those on the waiting list and those who are interested in raising urban hens, to be able to 
obtain licenses. This will allow citizens to access the advantages of keeping urban hens as well 
as contribute to the strategic directions of fresh. Furthermore, there was suggestions by those 
in the urban hen community that the presence of a long waitlist caused some citizens to keep 
hens without licenses. By removing the cap it should help reduce the incidences of unlicensed 
backyard hen keepers which will allow the city to collect better data about the impact of the 
program and better monitor it changes. 
 
Edmonton Food Council’s Urban Hens Program recommendation: 
Edmonton Food Council recommends that Administration remove the cap on the Urban Hen 
Keeping Program and move to a purely complaints-driven process as it relates to program 
deficiencies.  
 
For a more detailed description of the research and findings associated with this 
recommendation please refer to the proceeding sections.  
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1.0 Introduction 
 

The Edmonton urban hen keeping initiative officially began in 2014. The pilot project 
currently has 50 licensees to help create an understanding of the impact of an expanded 
program. A license for keeping hens within City limits must be obtained via application to the 
City (City of Edmonton, 2019a). There was a waiting list of people wanting to obtain licenses to 
keep urban hens (Citizen Services Committee, 2019). The interest in keeping hens in the City 
may be related to the advantages of keeping urban hens, which is described by River City 
Chickens, an Edmonton based advocacy and education group. These advantages of keeping 
urban hens including better connection to our food and a more sustainable food system, 
contribute to the strategic directions of fresh, the City’s strategy for local food (City of 
Edmonton, 2019b). Increasing the number of households able to keep urban hens would 
further contribute to the implementation of fresh. Importantly, many cities in Canada allow 
urban hens (Poc Poc, n.d.) however, restrictions for keeping urban hens vary by location. 
Several cities in Canada now have urban hen policies in place with no caps on the number of 
households that are allowed to keep and raise these hens (Animal Control Services, 2019; 
Barrett, 2018; City of Vancouver, 2019; Labine, 2019; City of Surrey, 2016).  
 

1.1 Objective of Report 
 

The objective of this report is to detail the results of research and provide a recommendation 
for a new urban hens policy for Edmonton. 
 

1.2 Rational for a new urban hens policy for Edmonton 
 

Edmonton Food Council believes that an updated urban hens policy for Edmonton, that 
removes the cap on the number of licenses will enable those on the waiting list and those who 
are interested in raising urban hens, to access the advantages of keeping urban hens. To enable 
this, EFC recommends that the City move to a complaints based intervention system with no 
caps on the number of licenses. Specifically, this will reduce work load for animal control 
workers as well as prevent frustration of citizens put on long waitlists. More generally, this will 
contribute to the strategic directions of fresh, a plan supported and put forward by the EFC. 
 

2.0 Background in Urban Hen Keeping 
 

2.1 History of Edmonton’s Urban Hens Program 
 

The City of Edmonton commenced implementation of an Urban Hen Keeping Pilot Project 
involving 19 sites, in late 2014 (City of Edmonton, 2019a). The goal of the pilot was to further 
comprehend the impacts of urban hens and to determine good husbandry principles within an 
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urban context. The results of the pilot project were also intended to gauge the viability and 
establish a framework for a potential Urban Hen Keeping Program. Administration initially 
received 35 requests by citizens, to participate in the pilot (City of Edmonton, 2016). For the 
pilot, nineteen sites across the city were selected using a formal application process.  

The City of Edmonton’s Community Services Committee agreed on March 7, 2016, to 
extend the pilot another year and to increase the number of licences available from 19 to 50 
(City of Edmonton, 2019a). The pilot’s extension allowed the City to further study the potential 
issues and concerns that are associated with keeping urban hens. 

 

2.2 Current Status of the Urban Hens Program 
 

According to the Status of the Urban Hen Project Report there are currently 45 licensed 
sites, five sites awaiting development review and inspection approval and a waiting list of 14 
individuals for the Urban Hen Keeping Program (Community and Public Services Committee, 
2019). The report indicates that since 2016, 101 inspections have been completed and that 
overall, the majority of coops are well maintained. In an Edmonton Journal newspaper article a 
family expressed concerns about being on the on the waiting list for the City of Edmonton's 
urban hen program, since May 2018 (Parsons, 2019). One of the family member described that 
they know people who have cancelled their application after waiting for two years and further 
described that there are “other people who want coops but who have opted not to put their 
names on the list” (Parsons, 2019). The article further describes that “the trouble lies with 
limited animal control staff resources to put toward oversight of the program” (Parsons, 2019). 
Our research shows that the precise extent of demand in Edmonton is unknown but anecdotal 
evidence for interest in more licenses is strong.  
 

2.3 Advantages of Keeping Urban Hens 
 

Key to the discussion around keeping hens in the City is a detailing the advantages they 
provide. In order to collect evidence that is most applicable to Edmonton, a local group was 
engaged with. River City Chickens, a group active within Edmonton, produced an article that 
describes the “top 5 reasons to keep hens.” These reasons are reproduced below; 

1.  Enjoy fresh, delicious healthy eggs right outside your door, every day! 
2. Reduce your environmental footprint - decrease the distance your food travels and 

reduce waste by feeding your hens appropriate kitchen and table scraps.  
3. Help to create a secure, safe, and local food system and teach children (and adults, 

too!) where their food comes from. 
4. Improve your gardening - properly composted chicken droppings make great 

fertilizer. Chickens can help control unwanted garden pests. 
5.  Chickens are fun, entertaining and full of personality. They are low-

maintenance animals that can be less expensive to keep than cats or dogs. 
(River City Chickens, n.d.) 
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As previously noted, keeping urban hens contributes to the strategic directions of fresh 
(Community and Public Services Committee, 2019). Specifically, the use of urban hens builds 
on;  

 Enlivening the public realm through a diversity of food activities 

 Expanding urban agriculture 
The current cap prevents the City from gaining the full possible benefits of citizens keeping 
urban hens. Furthermore, it prevents Edmontonians from accessing the advantages of keeping 
hens including direct interaction and a source of fresh eggs. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

2.4 Procedures and Guidelines 
 

At time of writing (June, 2019) the application for a license to keep hens in the City requires 
several steps and documents. The application can be submitted online with supporting 
material. City staff will contact individuals when a license is to be granted. The online 
application requirements include; 

 A certificate of completion (or equivalent confirmation of completion) of an urban hen 
keeping course 

 Permission from property owner  

 Proof of neighbour notification 

 Proposed hen breed and number of hens 

Figure 2: Egg laying hens kept at a Canadian residence interacting with family members (Hayhoe, 2018b) 
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 A site plan demonstrating compliance with the Zoning Bylaw and accurate property 
dimensions 

 Proof of standard setback requirements are outlined in the Zoning Bylaw 

 $50-$91 for a one-time development permit 
(City of Edmonton, 2019a) 

EFC does not take exception to this process and suggests that these steps remain in place to 
ensure smooth interactions with neighbours and good hen welfare is maintained. 
 

The City produces guidelines for those interested in keeping urban hens in Edmonton. They 
are listed on their website and include; 

 No roosters. 

 Minimum of three hens to a maximum of six hens per site.  

 Can receive a $100 to $500 fine for failing to comply with the regulations. 

 Must meet standards of care and setbacks from buildings and property lines. 

 Site requirements must to comply with Zoning Bylaw 12800.  
(City of Edmonton, 2019a) 

Poultry keeping is enforced under Section 27 of the Animal Licensing and Control Bylaw 13145. 
All those interested in keeping hens are encouraged to read this bylaw, in addition to 
completing a course, such as the one put on by Urban City Chickens. Furthermore, additional 
research into hen rearing is encouraged to ensure the keeper will be less likely experience any 
unforeseen issues.  

 
These procedures and guidelines laid out by the City are designed to ensure quality care of 

hens kept in the City. For example, three hens are required because of the social nature of the 
birds and the welfare concerns that arise due to isolation when the birds are not reared in 
groups. Additionally, the guidelines prevent roosters in order to reduce instances of complaints 
with neighbours as roosters can be noisy. Finally, the additional guidelines helps reduce odour 
and negative visual impacts. Following the procedures and guidelines increases the likelihood of 
positive neighbour interactions and keeping happy, healthy hens. 
 

2.5 User Survey Results 
 

Between 2014 and 2015, the urban hens pilot program was evaluated. The results of this 
evaluation were to be used to help City staff and council members make decisions on the future 
of the program. Below is a brief summary of the findings of the evaluation; 

 Twelve citizen complaints at six pilot sites.  
o Five complaints focused on sites attracting nuisance birds feeding on food 

sources and waste in yard.  
o Four complaints focused on hens being at large or off premises.  
o Two complaints focused on excessive smell. 
o One complaint focused on noise. 

 Administration survey via Edmonton Insight Community - 57 % of those surveyed said 
they would support hens being raised near their property.  
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 While the results of the pilot lean favourably towards supporting a program, from an 
enforcement perspective, several pilot outcomes cause some concern. 

 (City of Edmonton, 2016) 
These results indicate that although there is room for improvement, the majority of urban hen 
sites did not experience complaints. Specially, only six of 50 sites had complaints lodged. 
Despite representing a small percentage of the total, these complaints require consideration. 
EFC believes that all complaints should be taken seriously and potentially implementing a three 
strike program that suggests hen keepers with three strikes should be required to re-take the 
urban hen keeping course or enter into mediation with a neighbour that is regularly lodging 
complaints.  
 

Whatever methods are used to deal with complaints, the results of this evaluation indicate 
that instances are low and as long as a useful means for dispute resolution are in place, 
increasing the number of sites in the City is possible without significant concern. EFC supports 
an increase in the number of sites based on these findings. 
 

2.6 Other Locations that Allow Urban Hens 

 
There are many other locations within Canada that allow urban hens. Definitive lists are 

difficult to find but a website called “Poc Poc” shows that over 55 locations in Canada allow 
domestic urban hens. These sites can be confirmed with a search of the website for each 
location in question. 
 
Québec 

 Assomption 

 Ascot Corner  

 Baie Comeau 

 Beauharnois 

 Blainville  

 Boisbriand 

 Brossard 

 Carignan 

 Chambly 

 Cowansville 

 Drummondville 

 Gatineau  

 Granby  

 Lavaltrie 

 La Tuque 

 Mascouche  

 Matane 

 Mirabel  

 Mont-Joli 

 Notre-Dame-des-Prairies 

 Plessisvill 

 Prévost 

 Rawdon 

 Rosemère  

 Ville de Québec 

 Sherbrooke  

 Saint-Lin  

 St-Bruno  
 

 St-Colomban  

 Ste Béatrix 

 Ste-Anne des Plaines 

 St-Jacques le Mineur  

 Ste-Julienne 

 St-Jacques de Valcartier  

 St-Jérome 

  Terrebonne 

 Vaudreuil Dorion  

 Victoriaville  

 Sorel-Tracy 

 Windsor 

Montreal 

 Rosemont Petite-Patrie 

 Westmount 

 Senneville 
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 Kirkland 

 Hampstead 
 
Ontario 

 Brampton 

 Belleville 

 Brantford 

 Caledon 

 Guelph 

 Kingston 

 Kitchener 

 New market 

 Niagara Falls 

 Toronto 

 Windsor 
 

 
New-Brunswick 

 Moncton 

 Fredericton 

 Saint-Jean 
 
British Columbia and North Territories 

 Vancouver 
 Victoria 

 Whitehorse 
(Poc Poc, n.d.) 

Although many places in Canada allow urban hens, the presence or absence of caps or 
restrictions on the number of hen keepers varies by location. Further investigation was needed 
to gather this information.  
 

2.7 Locations with No Caps on Number of Urban Hen Keepers 

In order to identify issues that may arise from keeping urban hens the writers of this report 
researched and contacted, when appropriate, specific locations to determine if they had a cap 
on the number of hen keepers and identify any key problems. Locations with no caps in 
Western Canada were focused on to provide the most useful comparison for the City of 
Edmonton. A selection of locations that do not use caps follow.  
 
St. Albert 
Following a short public hearing, city council unanimously passed second and third reading of 
an amendment to the municipality’s land use bylaw, which will allow residents to keep hens in 
their backyards (Labine, 2019). The city had successfully completed a pilot project that ran in 
2017 and 2018 with three participating households (Labine, 2019). During this pilot project, St. 
Albert received no complaints about the hens from neighbours or other members of the public 
(Labine, 2019). There is a $40 annual fee to hold a license to raise urban hens (City of St. Albert, 
2019).  
 
Lacombe 
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In an article published by the Lacombe Globe, it was said that “Lacombe city council voted 5-1 
in favour of removing a proposed one-per-1,000 people limitation on urban hen licences, 
meaning the number that may be issued in the city is now unrestricted” (Barrett, 2018). Bylaw 
469 allows residents to keep hens on their properties (City of Lacombe, 2019). No instances of 
major problems or concerns were noted to be associated with this policy in the City of 
Lacombe.  
 
Vancouver 
There is no cap on urban hens keeping with the city of Vancouver (City of Vancouver, 2019). 
Vancouver city councillors had allowed backyard chickens in 2010 and 13 people had registered 
to keep hens (Robinson, 2016). Since then, at least 220 other residents have joined the 
program. No instances of major problems or concerns were noted to be associated with this 
policy in the City of Vancouver. 
 
Victoria   
In the city of Victoria, it is lawful to keep poultry (chickens, ducks, geese) but roosters are 
prohibited (Animal Control Services, n.d.). Furthermore, Animal Control Services states that 
“there is no maximum number of poultry permitted, but the number must be consistent with 
use for personal egg consumption” (n.d.). 
  
Other smaller cities in BC with no caps on urban hens program are Surrey (City of Surrey, 2016), 
Revelstoke (City of Revelstoke) and Kamloops (City of Kamloops, 2019). 
 

2.8 Locations with No Caps on Number of Urban Hen Keepers 

Locations that place caps on the number of urban hens in their city are listed below. These 
cities, in general, seem to be in the early stages of their programs. It is possible that caps will 
eventually be removed for their urban hen keepers. 
 
 Airdrie 
City Council has approved a Backyard Hens Pilot Project for Airdrie (City of Airdrie, 2019). The 
pilot project will allow backyard hens on a maximum of 20 residential properties beginning in 
the spring 2018 and will run for 18 months. For the pilot, a maximum of four hens are allowed 
and hens must be at least four months old. Also, applicants must submit an application and 
attend a backyard hens course.  
 
Toronto 
The city or Toronto describes that “residents in some parts of Toronto are now allowed to keep 
chickens in their backyards as a part of a three-year, city-run pilot project” (Westoll, 2018). It is 
suggested to keep at least two hens, due to the social nature of the bird are required, up to a 
maximum of four hens that are at least four months old (City of Toronto, 2019).  
 
Below Table 1.1 shows that urban hen keeping in Canada varies across cities and towns.   
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Table 1: Sample of details for other Urban Hen programs in other Canadian cities and municipalities 

City/town Lacombe Red Deer Vancouver Canmore  High River Okotoks 

Policy/bylaw "Urban Hen 
Bylaw” (Bylaw 
No. 419). 
(Barrett, 2018) 

“Chicken Bylaw” 
(Bylaw No. 
3517/2014)  

“Animal Control 
By-Law No. 9150” 
(Bylaw No. 9150). 
(City of Vancouver, 
2019) 

Bylaw 10-2011 
(Town of Canmore, 
2017) 

“Urban Chicken 
Bylaw” Bylaw 
4470/2016 (Town 
of High River)  

"Urban Hen 
Bylaw” (Bylaw 24-
17)  

Number of roosters No roosters No roosters No roosters  No roosters No roosters 

Number  of hens 4 hens max 4 hens max 4 hens max 12 chickens max  3 hens max 4 hens max 

License  $50 license,  
annual renew 

License fee of $28, 
annual renew  

Register hens (Free 
of charge) 

Permitted at one 
High School only 

Chicken license,  
annually renewed 

License fee,  
annual renew 

Penalties $100 - $150 fines 
for failing to 
comply with the 
regulations 

$100 - $150 fines 
for failing to 
comply with the 
regulations 

$250 - $10000 
fines for failing to 
comply with the 
regulations 

Comply with 
Alberta Animal 
Health Act 

 Up to $10,000, one 
year imprisonment 
or both, for failing 
to comply with 
regulations 

Number of licenses  No cap  1 hen license per 
1000 persons 

No cap Chickens are not 
on the list of 
“Prohibited 
Animals” but are 
not referenced in 
any context other 
than for the high 
school 

 1 hen license per 
1500 persons 

Standards Meet standards 
of care and 
setbacks from 
buildings and 
property lines 

Meet standards of 
care and setbacks 
from buildings and 
property lines 

Meet standards of 
care and setbacks 
from buildings and 
property lines 

 
 

Meet standards of 
care and setbacks 
from buildings and 
property lines 

Meet standards of 
care and setbacks 
from buildings and 
property lines 

Chicken rearing 
training course 

    Required  
 

Required  
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2.9 Locations the Do Not Allow Urban Hens 

Importantly there are some places in Canada that do not allow urban hens. Examples of 
locations in Western Canada include Calgary (Pike, 2018) and Saskatoon (Craig, 2018). 
Interestingly, news reports indicate that in both Calgary and Saskatoon there is an interest in 
keeping urban hens (Huck, 2017; CBC News, 2018) and in some cases citizens are reported to be 
keeping urban hens without proper permission (Smit, 2016; Ward, 2018). 
 

3.0 Policy Considerations 
 

If the cap on the number of urban hen keepers in the City were to be lifted there are a 

number of key considerations that should be taken. This information was collected through 

consultation with City staff, members of the River City Chickens group, and bylaw officers. 

Considerations include; 

o The City of Edmonton currently has limited resources to oversee the urban hens 
program. 

o Several residences of Edmonton have been on the waiting list for a license to raise 
urban hens. 

o It is possible that many more people are interested in keeping urban hens, but are not 
on the waiting list because of long wait times. River City Chickens reports that their 
backyard chicken education class, which they run several times a year, is full every time 
they offer it. 

o It is possible that there are people keeping urban chickens without the proper license 
due to experiencing difficulty in obtaining licenses. 

o Some cities near Edmonton have no cap on the number of urban hens licenses and are 
not reporting any issues. 

o Many places in Canada allow urban hens to be kept with no caps on the number of 
licenses.  

 
It is expected that issues may arise if there is a sharp increase as a result of the removal of the 
cap. These should be dealt with on a case by case basis, collecting data and developing new 
rules associated with obtaining the licences for urban hens to prevent the same issues from 
repeating. Because other cities with no caps were not found to experience significant issues, it 
is expected that there will be few issues in the City of Edmonton associated with a cap removal.   
 
 

4.0 EFC Policy Recommendations 
 

Edmonton Food Council believes that Administration should move to a purely complaints-
driven process as it relates to program deficiencies and remove the cap on the number of 
urban hen keeping licenses. This is one of the options in the Status of the Urban Hen Project 
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Report (Community and Public Services Committee, 2019). This recommendation is supported 
by EFC for the following reasons;  

 There will be sufficient licenses for those on the waiting list and those who are not on 
the waiting list but are interested in raising urban hens  

 Money is saved on inspections. Site inspection will be complaints driven only. 

 Money is saved on due to spending less time in the future to revisit the discussion on 
increasing or removing the urban hens cap. 

 

5.0 Discussion and Conclusion 
 

The information compiled in this report brings together all recent investigations and data 
on the Edmonton urban hens program as well as on urban hens programs in surrounding areas 
and across Canada, to assess if the existing cap on number of residences raising urban hens is 
justified. The findings of this report indicate that the cap should be removed to allow more 
Edmontonians to keep urban hens. This policy should be done in collaboration with bylaw 
officers and community groups, such as River City Chickens, in order to promote good hen 
welfare. Additionally, collaborating with River City Chickens and bylaw officers will ensure that 
those citizens who decide to keep hens are doing so in a manner that does not disrupt and 
cause a nuisance to neighbours. Note that urban hens licenses are granted only if the 
applications meet the requirements for the license, further described in Section 2.4. 
 

5.1 EFC Public Engagement 

CBC News Edmonton has interviewed a representative of EFC concerning the urban hens 
program. CBC news posted the article on March 26, 2019, which includes this interview 
(Neufeld, 2019). One of the viewpoints expressed in this interview is to that EFC wishes to see 
Edmonton’s urban hens program expanded to allow more citizens to benefit from it. 
Additionally, EFC presented at the Community and Public Services Committee meeting on April 
10, 2019 to propose changes to the urban hens policy (Community Services Committee, 2019). 

 

5.2 Future Considerations 

In the future, it may be useful for the City to add a yearly license fee. The exact dollar value 
of this fee would need further discussion but the writers of this report note that a $50 yearly 
license fee is not uncommon. This fee would pay for the costs associated with the 
administration of the Urban Hen Keeping Program. Furthermore, the added annual fee will 
allow more resources to flow to bylaw enforcement to ensure that hens kept by Edmontonians 
are well cared for and not causing a nuisance to neighbours.  
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