
Hand Rearing Protocol for Humboldt/African penguins 

Jack Williams, Deputy Team Leader of Aviculture, Birdworld 

Introduction 
 

The following protocol for hand rearing Humboldt and African Penguins has been 

created by Jack Williams whilst working at Birdworld, Farnham.  

 

Equipment required 
 

Kettle 

2.5ml syringes 

Ark Klens (veterinary disinfectant) 

Baby Bottle warmer 

Blender 

Scissors 

Brooder 

Heat Lamp 

Suitable pot/container for housing chick 

Matting 

 

Dietary requirements 
 

Sprats (or other suitable fish) 

Mazuri Fish Eater tablets 

Avi Pro (Probiotics) – 5ml scoop to 200mls of water/mix  

Salt Tablets  

 

Hatching 

 

When the chick first hatches apply Tamodine – E to umbilicus to stop infection. Weigh 

immediately after to get hatch weight of chick. Let the chick dry out in the Hatcher then 

moved to a suitable brooder. Set the brooder temperature at 35.5 degrees. At Birdworld I 

have found keeping the chick(s) in a small pot with vent holes and  a small amount of 

matting/blue paper towel in the bottom as the best method.   

Probiotics with water can be offered five hours after hatch. This can also be offered 

through out the first 36 hours at the feed times stated below if required. To get the 

penguin to beg place beak in-between first finger and index finger, gently tap on either 

side of the beak with your fingers.  

 

Key information 

 

Chick not to be fed for first 36 hours 17/5/2017 due to yolk infection 

being found in PM of a chick in 2017.  
 

At the beginning of hand rearing the chick(s) should be fed 4 times a day. (8am, 11am, 

2pm and 5 pm). When the chick(s) have reached 200 grams feeds can be reduced to 3 

times a day. (8am, 12pm and 4.30 pm). At 1kg the chick(s) can be moved onto 2 feeds 

per day. (8 am and 4.30pm).  
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The brooder the temperature can be dropped 0.5 degrees a day after the first 48 hours. 

However this needs to be closely monitored.  

 

 Birdworld use Mazuri fish eater tablets. In the early stages the tablets are added to the 

fish mix.  

 

Once the chick(s) has reached 250 grams move under heat lamp in a suitable small area 

where the chick(s) cannot moved to far from the heat lamp. At birdworld we have 

specially made rearing bays to house them. Monitor the heat at all times and reduce the 

temperature slowly down towards room temperature.  

The heat lamp can be turned off once the penguin reaches 700 grams as long as the room 

stays at a suitable temperature. (Between 15 – 20 degrees Celsius)  

 

Aim for a 10% weight gain everyday. This gain will vary and often can result in the 

weight gain being between 5 – 20% make sure that there isn’t a large successive weight 

gain over a number of days. If this occurs the amount of food given needs to be kept the 

same as the day before. The weight gain will slow down as the chick(s) gets older. 

(Around 1kg) 

 

During the rearing process if the chick(s) faeces become too solid and are not the correct 

consistency this could be because the penguin is struggling to cope with the thickness of 

the mixture. The mixture can be thinned down with sterile water until this is problem has 

been resolved.  

 

Record daily weight, and how much food the chick(s) have at each feed (e.g. mls per feed 

and how many pieces of fish). Feeding response can also be recorded and what stage of 

fish the chick(s) is on.  

 

Up to 90 grams - fish Mixture 

90 grams - 1 kg - fish mixture and fish pieces 

1kg onwards - fish pieces/ fish  

 

Mixture 
 

The water used in the fish mixture must be pre boiled in a kettle. Put the kettle on to boil 

the night before, this way the water will be cold and ready to use the next day.  

 

Probiotics (Avipro) should be added to the fish mixture every day. (1 x 5ml scoop of Avi 

pro to 200 mls of mixture).  On day 3 a full Fish eater tablet (Mazuri tablet) can be added 

to the fish mixture.  

 

In the first 10 days feeds should approximately 10 % of body weight. (However this is 

only a guide). Eg; 7mls if the chick weighs 70grams. Getting the thickness of the mixture 

right  is critical. 
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3 ml syringes can be used to feed the penguin(s). When not in use they must be kept in a 

watered down Ark Klens solution. Once cleaned the blender can be left full of water and 

a drop of Ark Klens added till the morning. Then wash before use.  

  

Fish mixture must be covered and stored in the fridge in between feeds but needs to be 

thrown away at the end of the day.  Make a fresh mixture every morning.  

 

At Birdworld a baby bottle warmer is used to gently warm up the mixture once in the 

syringe. The correct temperature setting will depend on the type of bottle warmer used. 

The mixture will be at the correct temperature within a minute or so. Test the mixture on 

your wrist to make sure. (Should not feel too hot or cold)  

 

 Fish pieces 
 

The chick(s) must be at least 5 days old before solid fish pieces can be offered. It also 

must have reached 90 grams in weight.    

 

The fish I have always used are sprats when introducing fish pieces. The fish must be 

properly defrosted and rinsed in cold water before use. The fish pieces can be dipped in 

warm water to take the chill of them slightly before consumption.  

 

Follow the fish pieces guide closely as giving too large a piece can result in the penguin 

struggling to consume it and potentially dying. Too small a piece and the weight gain can 

be affected.  
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Fish Mixture  
 

Day 0: Hatch day: Water mixed with probiotics can be offered to the chick 5 hours after 

hatch time. Ratio 1 x 5ml scoop of Avi pro to 200 mls of water. The water can be 

warmed in the bottle warmer before feeding. (Feed approximately should be 1 – 2mls per 

feed) 

 

Day 1: First fishy water feed must be 24 hours after hatch. 4 average size sprats, cut off 

the head, tail, fins, and take out the bones. Add 200mls of water. 1 x 5ml scoop of Avi 

pro. The mixture should be very watery. Feed should approximately be 2 – 4mls.  

 

Day 2: 7 average size sprats / 200mls water. Cut off fish head, tail and fins. Add 5ml of 

avipro and 1 fish eater tablet. ( feed should approximately be 10% of body weight) 

 
 

Day 3: 8 average size sprats / 200mls water. Cut off fish head, tail and fins. Add 5ml 

avipro and 1 fish eater tablet. (feed should approximately be 10% of body weight) 

 

Day 4: 10 average size sprats / 200mls water. Cut off fish head, tail and fins. Add 5ml 

avipro and 1 fish eater tablet. (feed should approximately be 10% of body weight) 

 

 

Day 5: 12 average size sprats / 200mls water Cut off fish head, tail and fins. Add 5ml 

scoop of  avipro and 1 fish eater tablet.  (feed should approximately be 10% of body 

weight)  

 

Day 6 onwards:14 fish/200mls Cut off fish head, tail and fins. Add 5ml scoop of  avipro 

and 1 fish eater tablet.  (feed should approximately be 10% of body weight)  

Increase amount of formula gradually day by day. Do not exceed 30mls 0f mixture per 

feed. (note: Avi pro supplement can be stopped after 2 weeks in mixture)  
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 Average size sprat used at Birdworld. 

Approximately 5 inches/13cm.  

 

 

Fish Piece stages 
 

Stage 1 90 grams. As long as the penguin is at least 5 days old they can start to be given 

small pieces of fish. Cut of the head, tail and fins and take out the bones. Cut into small 

slithers. Length of piece approximately 5mm, width 2mm. (Fish pieces fed every other feed) 

 

Stage 2 110 grams. No head, tail or fins on sprat. Fish pieces should be approximately 7mm 

in length and 2mm in width. The fish no longer needs filleted. Cut small slithers of fish of 

slightly bigger than stage 1. (Fish pieces fed every other feed) 

 

 

Stage 3 150 grams. No head, tail on sprat. Fish pieces should be approximately 9mm in 

length and 3mm in width.  (Fish pieces fed every other feed) 

 

 

Stage 4 210grams. No head or tail on sprat. Cut long ways towards the head area of the 

fish into 7 – 8 pieces. Ensure fish pieces are fed to the penguin with the scales running 

smoothly. (fish pieces can now be given every feed) 

 

Stage 5 300 grams. No head or tail on sprat. Cut long ways towards the head area of the 

fish into 5– 6 pieces. Ensure fish pieces are fed to the penguin with the scales running 

smoothly 

 

Stage 6 400 grams. No head or tail on sprat. Cut long ways towards the head area of the 

fish into 4 pieces. Ensure fish pieces are fed to the penguin with the scales running 

smoothly. 

 

Stage 7 550 grams. No head or tail on sprat. Average size fish cut long ways towards the 

head area of the fish into  3 pieces.  
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Stage 8 700 grams No head or tail on sprat. Small size sprat. Average size fish cut long 

ways towards the head area of the fish into 2 pieces.  

 

Stage 9 850 grams. No head or tail on sprat. Small size sprat. ½ a fish eater tablet per 

penguin can now be given inside the fish everyday. A full salt tablet per penguin can be 

given 2 x a week.   

 

Stage 10 950 grams. No head or tail on sprat (Average size) 

 

Stage 11 1100 grams. No head on sprat. At 1 kg ½ a tablet can be inserted into the fish 

piece daily. 

 

Stage 12 1300 grams. Whole sprat. A full fish eater tablet can be given once the penguin 

reaches 2200 grams and a whole salt tablet (twice a week).  

 
 
 
 


