
Poultry Ponderings

A quarterly newsletter detailing poultry related work, research, and events in California 

Questions or Comments? 

Contact Maurice Pitesky at:

mepitesky@ucdavis.edu 
(530) 752-3215

https://ucanr.edu/sites/poultry/

Poultry? We have an app for that! 

Backyard Poultry Central is your hub for the latest information 
on husbandry practices for new and experienced backyard 
owners. Get notified of outbreaks as soon as they happen, 
and recievie critical information at your fingertips. 

Download the “Backyard Poultry Central” app on the 
Google Play Store
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Where in California is HPAI now? 

Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) has continued to persist in wild 
bird populations and effect domestic poultry in the United States across 
the summer of 2023, and has spiked again going into winter with the 
arrival of migratory waterfowl. Since the Eurasian strain of HPAI was first 
detected in the U.S. in 2022, over 72 million commercial and backyard 
birds have been reported as infected to the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA APHIS), along with over 8,200 wild bird detections 

(and countless numbers of 
wild birds going undetect-
ed). In California alone, there 
have been wild bird detec-
tions in 46 counties, and 
infected domestic flocks in 
19 counties. It has spread to 
many backyard flocks and 
commercial facilities within 
the state since the begin-
ning of August 2022, caus-
ing the euthanization of over 
1.3 million turkeys, chick-
ens, and domestic ducks. 
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Mr. Brock Riggs, MS student in Animal Science, UC Davis, Cooperative Ex-
tension Poultry Lab
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Welcome Dr. Pena-Levano! 
New Cooperative Extension Professor

Please join the department in welcoming 
new Assistant Professor of Cooperative 
Extension in Dairy and Cattle Production, 
Health and Management Economics Dr. 
Peña-Lévano!

Dr. Peña-Lévano received his BS (2009) 
from Zamorano University, Honduras and 
obtained his MS (2012) at the University of 
Georgia, Athens, GA.  He then completed 
a PhD (2017) at Purdue University, West La-
fayette, IN. His research is focused on dairy 
economics, financial management, agribusi-
ness, mathematical optimization, agriculture 
and environmental policy. 

As migrations again increase as 
birds return to winter habitats to 
search for plentiful food sources in 
wetlands and agricultural fields in 
more favorable weather, the risk of 
exposure to poultry flocks height-
ens. Not only has the virus been 
observed to be carried by water-
fowl, but also by raptors, scaven-
gers, and songbirds across this 
outbreak. As birds migrate south to 
their respective wintering habitats, they will travel near and often through 
properties where poultry are housed, carrying the virus with them and de-
positing it as they go along. The best way to avoid an outbreak in a facility is 
heightened biosecurity, and keeping your birds indoors. Deterring wild wa-
terfowl, particularly geese, from feeding in agricultural fields nearby poultry 
facilities is imperative as these birds will continually be shedding virus as 
they congregate in large numbers Wearing a dedicated set of clothes and 
shoes, along with disposable coveralls and plastic covers is the best way to 
keep HPAI away from poultry. This continual epidemic has proven itself to be 
much worse than in years past, and will likely continue its spike in the coming 
months as migratory numbers grow into spring. By enforcing the best biose-
curity you can, your birds can stay protected from HPAI.

Community Corner
An interview with Mr. Brock Riggs, 
former lab manager of UC Davis 
Cooperative Extension Poultry Lab 
and newly started Masters student.

How is the Masters program 
going, and what is it in?
I’m doing a Master’s degree in the 
animal biology program. It’s not 
going too bad. I think the biggest 
thing is adjusting to the quarter 
system because it’s so fast. My 
undergrad at CSU Stanislaus was 
in semesters; there’s a big differ-
ence. But I’m looking forward to 
the rest of it. 

How did you become interested 
in the field of animal biology?

Well, I grew up duck-hunting. I 
think my dad took me when I was 
18 months old. Sometime right af-
ter high school I met Mike Caswell 
with USGS who suggested I vol-
unteer with them. With his help, 
I got  some waterfowl fieldwork, 
bird handling and bird tagging ex-
perience. I ended up working with 
him for 6 years until I moved to UC 
Davis. So that got me interested 
in conservation work, because it’s 
one thing to put meat in the freez-
er and another to keep popula-
tions going. It’s a whole different 
challenge. Especially here in Cali-
fornia, where we’ve got one of the 
best migratory waterfowl popula-
tions in the world, and it’s not just 
ducks and geese, its shorebirds 
& egrets & sandhill cranes. A lot 
of  important species that people 
tend to look over. Then all the Avi-
an Influenza outbreaks since 2014 
created an industry bridge to poul-
try production, with the realization 
of how waterfowl speads and culti-
vates the virus near poultry farms. 

continued next page

Where in California is HPAI now? 
continued...
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Celebrating Latino Farmers
Latino Farmer Conference 2023

Ms. Myrna Cadena, PhD Candidate, UC Davis, School of Veterinary Medi-
cine, Cooperative Extension Poultry Lab

The 9th Annual Latino Farmer Conference took place in Stockton, Cal-
ifornia, on the symbolic Day of the Dead. This distinctive conference, 
conducted entirely in Spanish, served as a valuable platform for net-
working among farmers, conservation experts, local businesses, and 
agricultural organizations.

The UC Davis Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program 
(BFRDP) team contributed by delivering two tailored presentations for 
poultry farmers. Ann Baier, representing the National Center for Ap-
propriate Technology, presented ‘Poultry Processing,’ focusing on four 
legal pathways compliant with USDA and state regulations. Myrna Ca-
dena from Dr. Maurice Pitesky’s Cooperative Extension Poultry Lab 
presented ‘Biosecurity for Small-Scale Poultry Farmers’ and offered 
guidance on accessing vital resources such as the California Animal 
Health and Food Safety Laboratories.

Beyond being a forum for insightful presentations, the conference 
uniquely addressed the needs and experiences of the Latino farming 
community in California.

For more updates and event information, interested individuals can 
check out the National Center for Appropriate Technology’s website at 
https://www.ncat.org/ and the UC Cooperative Extension Poultry Lab’s 
website at https://ucanr.edu/sites/poultry/.

Did any part of working in the 
lab surprise you, and what was 
the biggest challenge? 
Yeah, it surprised me how much 
coordination went in to running a 
project, making sure you get your 
samples on the right day at the right 
time and getting all those supplies 
and equipment beforehand. And 
then coordinating people. The big-
gest challenge was during the lead 
project when we had to process 
samples in the lab using the filtra-
tion system without it going up in 
your face. It could take a solid hour 
just for one sample to process, so 
time management became crucial.

What industry do you see your-
self at in the future?

Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to 
band ducks the rest of my life, but 
the field isn’t very lucrative so I’d 
like to take a habitat management 
job somewhere, after all the envi-
ronmental work and knowing how 
to manage for Avian Influenza.

What’s your favorite duck?

It’s hard to pick a favorite, but right 
now I’ll say wood ducks.

Congrats on starting your 
Master’s degree Brock!
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The Cooperative Extension Poultry Lab at the UC Davis School of Veterinary Medicine is looking for 
study participants. Our study focuses on the development and evaluation of a new mobile app for back-
yard chicken owners and game fowl breeders. The goal is to examine the app’s effectiveness as an 
extension and communication tool within the poultry community.

Eligibility: Participants in our research study must be backyard chicken owners of 13 
years of age or older and/or game fowl breeders of 18 years of age or older.

Study Timeline: The main study will span over 2 weeks, providing ample time for you to immerse yourself 
in the educational modules, complete surveys, and witness your expertise grow. A 3-month follow-up 
survey will be administered to track progress.

Compensation: Participants in the study will be compensated commensurate with their level of participa-
tion, ensuring fair remuneration for their time, effort, and contribution to the research endeavor. Partici-
pants who complete the entire study will receive a $25 digital Amazon gift card via email. Those who do 
not finish the entire study will be compensated based on their level of participation.

Dr. Maurice Pitesky and his lab staff appreciate your consideration. Should you have any questions or 
comments, please don’t hesitate to contact Maurice Pitesky at drcluck@ucdavis.edu.
To ensure you receive notifications and stay informed about the study’s launch, please complete this 
pre-registration form if you’re interested in participating. Once the study is ready to commence, you’ll be 
notified via email. Your pre-registration will be immensely valuable in facilitating the setup of this study.

Please complete the pre-registration form now and share it with your friends! 
The survey link is: https://ucdavis.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_baBlvgrWkLwgZ7g

We sincerely appreciate your interest in participating and look forward to your involvement.

Study Participation Needed!

Here’s what you can expect in the App: 
•	 Engaging Education Modules: Access to comprehensive training materials covering various as-

pects of chicken husbandry.
•	 Surveys & Feedback: We value your thoughts and experiences! Your valuable input will help shape 

future advancements in poultry extension.
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Word Wrangle!

Have you seen our series, 
‘The Sitch’?‘The Sitch’?
Sit down with Dr. Maurice Pitesky as he answers the most common questions for new and experienced 
backyard poultry owners alike. Get insightful and accurate information on the best practices for raising your 
own birds.

Visit our channel at: Visit our channel at: 
https://www.youtube.com/c/ucdpiteskylab


