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General Production Information

Leading Turkey Production States: 
The United States produces 300 million turkeys annually. In 1997, California tied 5th with Missouri in total number 
raised. However, California received more money per pound than did Missouri (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1. USA Turkey Production, Top States, Price, Value, 1997*

State
Number Raised

1,000 Head
Pounds Produced Price per Pound Value of Production

North Carolina 53,500 1,353,550 $0.39 $527,885
Minnesota 45,500 1,014,650 $0.39 $395,714

Arizona 30,000 525,000 $0.41 $215,250
Virginia 26,000 504,400 $0.39 $196,716
Missouri 21,000 562,800 $0.40 $225,120

California 21,000 480,900 0.42 $201.978

*Source – United States Department of Agriculture, Turkey Production, 1997

 

According to the USDA (NASS), overall turkey production decreased in 1998 from the 1997 production figures (see 
Table 2). California ranked 7th in total numbers of turkeys produced.

 
Table 2. USA Turkey Production, Top States, Price, Value, 1998*

State
Number Raised

1,000 Head
Pounds Produced Price per Pound Value of Production

North Carolina 50,000 1,270,000 $0.37 $469,900
Minnesota 44,000 1,027,950 $0.35 $359,783

Arizona 28,000 495,000 $0.40 $198,240
Virginia 26,000 533,000 $0.39 $207,870

The Crop Profile/PMSP database, including this document, is supported by USDA NIFA.



Missouri 22,000 598,400 $0.40 $239,360
California 19,000 442,700 0.41 $181.507

*Source – United States Department of Agriculture, Turkey Production, 1998

The average American eats 17.6 pounds of turkey annually. Californians, on the other hand, generally eat 2 to 3 
pounds more than the national average. One of the reasons that Californians eat more turkey is because Californians 
barbecue turkeys more often than other Americans do (see Table 3). 

 
Table 3.* Per Capita Consumption Turkeys

Lbs. Per Capita 1996
lbs. Per Capita

1998
U.S. Turkey 18.5 18.7

California Turkey 20.5 20.5

* Source – University of California – Poultry Fact Sheet #16C, September 1997

Turkeys, unlike chickens are raised in two stages. Initially, from day one to approximately six weeks of age, the 
poults are grown in a brooder house. At six weeks, they are moved to a grow-out house (see Table 4). They are kept 
there until they are approximately 20 weeks of age (depending on the target body weight being marketed) at which 
point they are moved to the processing plant for slaughter.

 
California Production: 
In May 1992, one of the largest California integrators left the state; this left 28 turkey production facilities empty. 
California production plummeted from a high of 32 million in 1990 to a low of 21.5 million by 1994. Twenty-four of 
the displaced turkey production facilities remained by November 1992. Ten converted to growing turkeys; six found 
contracts with other turkey integrators; three contracted with a processor; one is being converted to a breeder facility; 
and four are empty. In the last few years, turkey production increased and reached 22.5 million by the end of 1996. 
However, in 1997 and 1998, turkey production (nationally) as well as in California decreased. California produced 
some 21 million turkeys in 1997 and 19 million in 1998.

Today it is estimated that 235 commercial production farms are operating in California. Each production unit can 
produce 50,000 turkeys with 3.5 cycles yearly. 

The integrators dominate the market and control all aspects of the production and care process. They own their own 
breeding stock, hatcheries, grow-out facilities (where the birds are placed after they hatch) and processing plants 
(where the birds are killed and prepared for market). 

Some integrators contract local farmers (growers) to handle the live production. In general, growers provide housing, 
equipment, and labs. The integrator generally supplies the turkeys, feed, medications, and bird loading and hauling to 
the growers.



 
Costs and Profits: 
Costs for turkey production are higher in California than in other states, which makes it difficult for California 
growers to compete nationally. In 1996, turkeys had a farm gate value of $221,738,000 and ranked 24th among 
California commodities. Today the turkey industry is almost completely integrated in California, and the majority of 
the facilities are owned by only three companies.

Fixed costs include buildings, equipment, and interest on loans while variable costs are for labor and feed ingredients. 
Feed ingredients account for two-thirds of the cost of raising turkeys.

A typical facility will cost about $1,225,000 and have two brooder houses (50 x 500 ft) with a capacity of 25,000 
poults each and 5 growing houses (also 50 x 500 ft) with a total capacity of 50,000 birds. A contractor who raises the 
turkeys can expect $1.25 to $1.50 for each bird raised.

 
Location within California: 
Primary and multiplier breeders are located in cooler, coastal areas. The principle counties for meat production are 
Stanislaus, Merced, Madera, Fresno, Kings, and Tulare counties. 

 

General Production Management

Beak Trimming: 
The purpose of beak trimming in the hatchery is to protect poults from cannibalism later in life. Either a hot blade 
trimmer with a blunt blade or an electric spark trimmer is used to notch the upper beak. The first method results in a 
separation of the upper beak within 10 days. The second method results in a small hole in the upper beak. 

 
Moving Programs: 
Poults must be transported in plastic boxes that are freshly cleaned, sanitized and fitted with new pads. The boxes 
must have a lining that provides good footing for the poults (e.g., excelsior pads or absorbent mats) and be well 
ventilated (especially if the boxes are stacked). The number of poults per box is determined by outdoor temperature 
and transit time. Poults are initially delivered to the brooder house (see Housing) for approximately the first 6 weeks 
of their lives

The delivery vehicles are environmentally controlled for temperature and humidity. All vehicles are cleaned and 
sanitized between deliveries. Deliveries are scheduled early in the morning during hot weather to minimize heat stress

When the poults are 6 to 7 weeks old, they are moved from the brooder to the growing house. Birds are herded onto 
trailers and placed in divided sections so they won’t crowd.

When the turkeys reach approximately twenty weeks, they are transported to the processing facility where they are 
slaughtered. Handlers catch them in darkened houses to reduce stress to the birds. They are carefully placed in cages 
on the hauling truck. When the weather is warm, the turkeys must be moved in the morning or evening. When it is 
cold, they can be moved during normal daylight hours.

 



Feeding Programs: 
In order to guarantee healthy, appropriate weight turkeys, a good feeding and watering program is required. Pre-
determined amounts of feed that meet the turkeys’ nutrient requirements are adjusted for the age, temperature, and 
body weight of the flock. Turkey producers work closely with feed suppliers to ensure that appropriate nutrients are 
available to the birds at all times. Turkey rations are mainly corn and soybean based.

During the brooder phase, feed is placed on filler flats and must be checked several times daily and added as required. 
The feeders and water drinkers (see below) must be moved frequently to avoid manure build up during the brooder 
period.

Once the flock completes the brooder phase, automatic feeders are introduced and the turkeys are given full range to 
move about the grow out house. Turkeys grow rapidly (e.g., a tom poult weighs about 0.25 pounds at hatch and can 
weigh up to 37 pounds at 22 weeks. Turkey flocks may use 4 to 8 different diets from hatch to market. Day old poults 
need high protein, low energy diets but over time, protein content is decreased and energy levels are increased. The 
cost of the feed depends on the ingredients, distance from the mill to the ranch, efficiency of the mill, and the type of 
formulation. Feed represents about 70% of the cost of turkey production.

The marketable weight of turkeys varies (hens weigh between 14 and 17.5 pounds and toms weigh between 26.4 and 
32.3 pounds. Hens marketed at 16 weeks will consume about 45.5 pounds of feed with a feed conversion (pounds of 
feed per pound of gain) of about 2.5. Toms marketed at 20 weeks will consume 94 pounds of feed with a feed 
conversion of 2.9.

 
Water Sources: 
Poult drinkers must be sanitized on a regular basis 2 or 3 times a day during the first 10 days of the poult’s life (during 
the brooder phase) to prevent respiratory infections and other diseases. The drinking water is often chlorinated to a 
level of 2 to 3 ppm total free chlorine measured at the drinkers. Dirty water is removed; each drinker is scrubbed 
using an approved disinfectant. 

 
Lighting Programs: 
Poults, unlike chicks for egg production, are not reared under restricted lighting programs. During the first two to 
three days, many producers will leave the lights on twenty-four hours a day and check the poults every 3 hours.

 
Housing Environment: 
Poults must be protected from weather conditions (wind, rain, and temperature extremes) but also from natural 
predators and pests. Appropriate housing enables the grower to supervise the flock efficiently, improves feed 
efficiency, and promotes good health.

Fresh air is essential for the poults and growing turkeys. The minimum requirement for fresh airflow is 1.5 cfm per 
pound of body weight for all turkeys being raised in the house. Softwood shavings are provided for litter.

 
Cleaning Brooder Houses: 
California standards require that brooder houses be cleaned and disinfected prior to accepting a new flock of poults. 
Used litter is removed and hauled away after the poults are moved to a grow house (this is important because the 
lesser mealworm, Alphitobius diaperinus may infest the house and nearby facilities unless the litter is immediately 
removed).



The floor must be swept and any remaining feathers or litter completely removed. The house is then washed with 
plain water under high pressure. Ceilings, walls, and curtains are also washed using water and a disinfectant such as 
quaternary ammonia. 

The house is then dried and aired. Bacterial cultures are taken to check on the effectiveness of the cleaning. If harmful 
bacteria are discovered, the cleaning is repeated. A clean brooder house is off limits to personnel until a new flock has 
been introduced to the house. 

 
Grow Houses: 
The grow phase occurs from the end of the brooding phase to market age. Grow houses must provide 2.5 square feet 
per hen and 3.5 square feet per tom. A typical growing house is 50 by 500 feet and approximately 10,000 hens or 
7,000 toms are placed in the house 

Grow houses must have adult size feeders and water drinkers. The number is determined by feeding requirements and 
watering space required as suggested by manufacturers and based on the grower’s experience and expertise. 

 
Cleaning Grow Houses: 
The grow houses are cleaned and disinfected as shown in the brooder houses above and in Table 5.

 
Table 5. Disinfectants Used by California Turkey Producers*

Disinfectants % Respondents Listing Product
Formaldehyde 40

ALAS 478 10
Advantage 256 40
Cresylic Acid 10

LPH 20
DC & R 30
Glutraide 10

Gluteraldehyde 10
Pantek II 20

Dyne-o-Might 10
BioQuat 20 (used in egg room) 10

Biophene (foot dip) 10
Quaternary ammonium’s, phenols,phenylphenois 20

Blue Rose 10
Iodine 10

Environ 1 Stroke



*Source – Poultry Meat Bird Pest Management Evaluation, Hickle, et al, May 14, 1998

 
Manure Management: 
Turkeys are raised on litter to facilitate the evaporation of moisture and gases from feces. The combination of litter 
and manure must be kept in balance so it is neither too wet nor too dry. Litter moisture should be maintained at about 
30% to reduce the amount of dust it may produce. If it is dryer than 25%, dust will result which can cause respiratory 
injury to the birds. If the litter has a moisture level of 40% or above, flies are attracted and an increase in ammonia 
will result which is also harmful to the turkey's respiratory tract.

Used litter is removed from the house and the farm before a new flock is introduced. This is critical because removing 
the old litter avoids contamination of the new flock as well as removes beetles and other insects.

 

 

Insect Pests

The same invertebrate pests that are of concern to the broiler industry are of concern to the turkey industry. House fly 
(Musca domestica), little housefly (Fannia canicularis), northern fowl mites (Ornithonyssus sylviarum), feather louse 
(Menopongallinae) and darkling beetles (Alphiobius diapennus) are the primary invertebrate pests. These insects are 
of concern because they can vector both human and poultry pathogens and cause a public nuisance and lead to 
complaints from neighbors to the turkey growers. 

Houseflies 
are a nuisance in late summer and fall and can be a serious problem. They are not only pests but are agents for 
potential health threats. In addition, preventing or controlling fly infestations greatly reduces complaints from 
neighbors and the California county governments that enforce local ordinances that control fly breeding on farms.

Darkling Beetles 
Since Tempo (cyflthrin) has been used, darkling beetles are not as great a problem as they once were. These insects 
are found in the litter and outside the turkey house. They carry 23 different pathogens and are an intermediate host for 
poultry tapeworms. 

Northern Fowl Mites 
The northern fowl mite is not as great a problem as it once was. Mites are controlled using a combination of 
biosecurity and chemical methods. Four chemicals are currently the most effective for controlling mites.

Methods of Control for Invertebrate Pests: 
The PMA evaluation conducted by Dr. Hickle (et al) indicates how California poultry farmers manage insect 
infestation. The authors of this work did not separate out the broiler and turkey industries. Table 6 represents a 
mixture of these two industries. They used a combination of insecticide sprays, fly bait, and other methods (see Table 
6).

 
Table 6.* Insect Management Program



Program Technique/Product
Pest

Insecticide Sprays Purge III
House flies

 Tempo 20 
Darkling beetles and House flies

 RaVap
Northern Fowl Mites

 Rabon
Northern Fowl Mites

 Sevin
Northern Fowl Mites

 Permectrin
Northern Fowl Mites/Flies

Fly baits 

(all contain methomyl)
Blue Streak, Golden Marlin, Stimukil House flies

Other Methods Fly tape, parasites, zappers, dry pad House flies

*Source – Pest Management Evaluation, Hickle, Leslie A., Ph.D., May 14, 1998

Invertebrate pests are also controlled by using sanitation methods such as manure management (discussed earlier), 
disinfecting and cleaning turkey houses, the use of pesticides and other chemicals, and weed control. Special 
measures are be taken to eliminate potential fly breeding areas such as wet areas in litter and spilled feed outside 
poultry houses. 

Dr. Hickle reported in her first progress report on October 26, 1998, "…progress has been excellent…on farms where 
alternatives to fly sprays were demonstrated, no fly sprays were necessary during the entire period to date."

 

 

Vertebrate Pests

California ground squirrels, wild birds (house sparrows), house mice (Mus musculus), Norway rat (Rattus 
norvegicus), roof rat (Rattus rattus), and other vertebrate pests such as skunks, coyotes and weasels plague poultry 
farms but to a lesser degree than invertebrate pests. 

Rodents can damage buildings, kill baby poults, eat feed and carry disease and parasites that affect the flock. They are 
generally more of a problem on farms with poor vegetation (weeds) management. 



Control Measures for Vertebrate Pests: 
Control of vertebrate pests is achieved by using a combination of exclusion techniques, glue boards, traps and bait. 
Chemicals such as Bromadiolone, Diphacinone, Brodifacoum, Chlorophacinone, and Cholecalciferol are used (as 
shown in Table 7).

 
Table 7.* Rodent Management Program

Program
Technique/Product

Rodent Baits
Eraze (zinc phosphide)

 
Clout (bromethalin) 

 
Ropax, Talon, Havoc, Jaguar (broadiacoum)

 
TomCat (diphacinone)

 
Maki, Hawk, Terminator (bromadiolone)

 
County, Bar, and package bait

Other Methods
Live traps, Shotgun and Pellet Guns, Cats, and Weed Control

*Source – Pest Management Evaluation, Hickle, Leslie A., Ph.D., May 14, 1998

 

 

Weeds

Weeds must be controlled on poultry farms or they can interfere with house ventilation, become fire hazards and 
encourage rodents, flies and mosquitoes to breed. Weeds are generally eliminated by mechanical means such as 
mowing, tilling and disking. The use of herbicides will also help to eliminate weed problems on poultry farms (see 
Table 8).

 
Table 8.* Weed Control Herbicides



 

Weed Management Method

% of Respondents Citing Methods
When Technique is Used

   
Glyphosate 100 As needed

Diuron, Direx 30 Fall, Winter, Spring
Goal (oxyfluorfen) 30 Spring

Oust 30 Winter, Spring
Tillage 70  

Mowing 80  
Others: Hoeing 10  

*Source – Pest Management Evaluation, Hickle, Leslie A., Ph.D., May 14, 1998

 

 

Diseases

Preventative health measures are the best guardians against disease. Though today’s poultry farmers vaccinate their 
turkeys to prevent disease, they also use a combination of management practices such as cleanliness, disposal of 
refuse and dead birds, stress prevention, good water supply, blood testing, sanitation, vaccination, pollution control, 
flock security, and pollution control to optimize the health of their birds.

Immunization Programs: 
Planned immunization is the most effective way to prevent disease in turkey production. Either passive or active 
methods may be used. Passive immunity occurs when antibodies are created in the yolk of developing embryos and is 
derived from the maternal bloodstream. It is present for the first 2 to weeks (in the blood) of new poults. 

Active immunity occurs when the poult receives an antigen into its blood stream and is then processed through the 
poult’s immune system. This results in protective responses that include the production of antibodies and/or 
macrophage cells that protect the poult if it is re-exposed to that antigen or disease.

Immunization must never be used instead of good sanitation or biosecurity methods. The health of the turkeys is a 
direct result of a combination of immunization, good sanitation, and excellent biosecurity measures.

Stress Prevention: 
A turkey feels stress when it perceives a threat and this causes hormonal secretions. This can induce a high 
corticosterone level; the bird’s heartbeat increases, blood pressure rises, feed consumption decreases, fewer antibodies 
are produced, and the growth rate is lowered. Resistance to bacterial disease is increased but resistance to viral disease 
is decreased.

Turkeys are affected by changes in their environment; a new caretaker or sudden changes in surroundings are 



stressful. Weather and other factors (such as a change in lighting) can cause short-term stress. A good flock manager 
is alert to any deviation that can result in stress for the birds.

Coccidiosis: 
As turkeys are raised on litter, they must be constantly guarded against Coccidiosis. A coccidiostat must be used in 
their feed or a vaccination program must be implemented. 

Parasite, Lice, Mite, and Rodent Control: 
Sections 5 and 6 in this report explain appropriate pest control requirements. Controlling these pests is vital to 
producing healthy turkeys because each pest has the capacity to endanger the health of the flock.

Monitoring: 
A health program must be written so that everyone involved with the care of the turkeys understands what has been 
done and what needs to be done to ensure that the turkeys stay in good health. Prevention is preferred to having to 
deal with disease.

Biosecurity: 
Widespread endemic and epidemic diseases cost the poultry industry millions of dollars each year. One of the reasons 
that diseases can spread from farm to farm is because of poor farm security. People, birds, and/or equipment usually 
transmit diseases that affect turkeys.

Biosecurity uses measures that stop or slow down the spread of infection among turkeys. The following techniques 
and measures create a good sound security system and ensure that the turkey flocks remain healthy.

●     Allow necessary visitors only on site

●     Install fence enclosures

●     Control movement of workers and equipment between houses, production sites, and age groups

●     Provide well-managed foot baths, showers, and protective clothing for workers

●     Maintain ongoing cleaning and disinfection programs

●     Reduce microbial load on trucks and equipment by frequent washing and disinfecting

●     Locate production sites appropriately in relation to other production sites 

●     Restrict contact of workers with other poultry, especially potential carriers of hazardous disease organisms

●     Control rodents and wild birds effectively

●     Keep pets away from commercial turkeys

●     Wherever breeders or experimental birds are housed, make sure that all visitors and employees shower and 
change into clean farm clothing prior to entering the area. 



Biosecurity is essential because of three factors: economics, common sense, and relative risk. If a turkey producer 
wants to ensure clean, healthy, and delicious birds, he will be scrupulous in implementing excellent biosecurity to 
protect his flocks and customers who will purchase the turkeys for eating.
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This report profiles the California Turkey Industry and describes the production and management of turkeys 
with special emphasis on pest and disease management. 
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Advances in turkey genetics, production, and processing have led to a high quality meat turkey that consumes 
less feed and is, therefore, more economical to raise. The larger turkeys that are grown today are a result of 
genetic improvements, better feed formulation, and modern management practices. 


