
 
Webinar 5 Notes 

Diarrhoea in Backyard Poultry 

Many poultry text books cover in depth the subject of diarrhoea in poultry. However most of these 

books cover a very long list of differentials many of which are rarely seen in the UK. 

 Whilst there are indeed many pathogens that can be involved from a first opinion practice point of 

view there are really only three conditions to be aware of: 

 Worms 

 Coccidiosis 

 Dysbacteriosis 

Worms: 

There are several species of gastrointestinal worms that can infect poultry and all can lead to 

diarrhoea, weight loss, inappetance and poor egg production. It is important to note that worms can 

be fatal in extreme cases, especially for young goslings infected by Capillaria.  

We often think of worms in poultry as requiring intermediate hosts, however all of the species of 

worms mentioned below require intermediate hosts and as such worms are not just a problem for 

free range birds.  

There are three species to be aware of: 

Capillaria worms are short hairworms and may just about be seen with the naked eye. There are 

many species of hairworms which vary in their predilection site from the crop right through to the 

oesophagus. They burrow into the mucosa causing inflammation, haemorrhage and necrosis. This 

leads to inappetance. Heavy infestations in goslings are often fatal. 

Ascaridia galli are round worms that infest the jejunum. These worms are approximately 12cm in 

length and the thickness o a pencil lead. They lead to inflammation and in extreme cases heavy 

burdens may cause intestinal obstruction. 

Heterakis gallinarum (the caecal worm) is a relatively non-pathogenic worm that is approximately 

2cm in length inhabiting the caecae. The reason for concern is the fact that Heterakis may carry the 

harmful protozoal parasite Histomonas (blackhead). See below. 

Diagnosis is often best carried out using faecal worm egg counts with counts of over 400 eggs/gram 

of faeces or the presence of any Capillaria eggs warranting worming.  

For worming birds we recommend the use of Flubenvet in feed for 7 consecutive days- this can 

either be bought pre-mixed or in a small pot as a 1% powder. 



 
 

Routine worming can either be carried out every three months or in response to faecal worm egg 

counts done every three months. Pasture rotation may help but remember worm eggs can survive 

for years on the pasture. Keeping the grass short will allow UV light to reach the soil killing the 

parasite and there is anecdotal evidence for using agricultural lime to help destroy pathogens on the 

pasture. 

Note tapeworms are relatively non-pathogenic in poultry but many owners seem to be greatly upset 

by them. There are mixed reports as to the efficacy of Flubenvet against tapeworms. Should such 

infections fail to respond to Flubenvet the Praziquantel may be tried ‘off label’. 

Coccidiosis: 

Of all the potential causes for diarrhoea in poultry coccidiosis is one of the oldest and best known. 

Unfortunately it is also one of the most frequently over diagnosed. There are many species of 

coccidiosis/Eimeria each of which is both host specific and predilection site specific. From a first 

opinion veterinary point of view the species of coccidiosis involved isn’t of major importance and will 

not influence the treatment of the condition. The parasite tends to infect birds from three weeks up 

to three months of age with older birds having developed an immunity. It is worth noting that 

recently rehomed ex-bats will be naive to coccidiosis since they have spent their lives in cages and will 

not have been  exposed to intestinal pathogens. Furthermore immuno-compromised birds such as 

those with Mareks disease may develop coccidiosis when older than three months of age. As in 

mammals the parasite replicates in the intestine destroying the enterocytes leading to the 

malabsorption of nutrients together with potential bleeding into the intestine due to capillary 

damage. This damaged intestine tries to protect itself by secreting mucus. Unfortunately Clostridia 

are mucolytic and coccidial damage is often closely followed by an overgrowth of clostridia leading 

to the formation of a necrotic diphtheritic membrane. The classical signs of coccidiosis are young 

birds huddling together with ruffled feathers together with a bloody diarrhoea. The anaemia may 

lead to them having a pale comb and wattles. However in very acute cases the birds may die of 

anaemia before getting the chance to pass blood. As such sudden death can be a common 

presenting sign. In other poultry species blood is not a common finding and as such its absence 

should not be used to rule out the condition. A clinical suspicion can be aided by faecal oocyst 

counts (anything over 50,000 oocysts per gram of faeces is too high) or by examining scrapings from 

the intestine microscopically at X 40 magnification. 

Treatment involves three components: 

1. TLC- Keeping the bird(s) hydrated with fluids. Electrolytes can be given in their drinking 

water. Keep affected flocks warm- it is amazing the difference heat can make to the 

demeanour of affected birds! 

2. An anticoccidial medication can be given. Amprolium (Coccibal) can be given in drinking 

water for 5 days at 1ml/Litre of drinking water. This has a zero egg withdrawl. Baycox is  



 
more commonly available in practice and can be given at 2ml/Litre of drinking water for 48 

hours. Note Baycox has no license for use in laying birds. 

3. The next step is to control secondary bacterial overgrowth through the use of antimicrobials. 

Amoxicillin is thought to be the best antimicrobial for the job but is not licensed in laying 

birds. As such we recommend the use of oral Tylan at 20mg/Kg in drinking water for 5 days. 

Tylan can safely be mixed with either Coccibal or Baycox.   

Prevention of coccidiosis can take many forms. The most obvious one for breeders is to properly 

clean and disinfect their brooding pens between batches. This means removing the litter then 

washing the coop with a detergent to remove organic matter which may inactivate the disinfectant. 

Next the coop needs to dry so that the owner doesn’t dilute the disinfectant. Coccidial oocysts are 

very resistant to disinfectants and if a disinfectant doesn’t say that it destroys oocysts then we must 

assume it doesn’t. CV recommends the use of Interkokask (an acidified phenol) as one of the best 

disinfectants for the job. 

In order to sporulate oocysts need hot moist conditions. We cannot take heat away from chicks but 

we can reduce moisture through regular rebedding especially around the drinkers along with 

reducing the stocking density. 

In feed anticoccidial agents can be given from two to ten weeks of age but such compounds can be 

highly toxic to turkeys and to birds being treated concurrently with Tiamulin (Denagard). 

Vaccination is available but it is fraught with difficulties. The attenuated coccidiosis species in the 

vaccine need to cycle in the shed and if the shed to too clean and dry this will not happen effectively. 

Furthermore the oocysts in the vial of vaccine tend to sink to the bottom of the vial so some birds 

may be under-dosed. 

 

Dysbacteriosis 

The most common cause of diarrhoea that we see at CV is dysbacteriosis. This is a broad term to 

describe a disruption to the normal intestinal flora often leading to diarrhoea in slightly older birds.  

There are several potential underlying causes: 

 Diet- mouldy feeds or inappropriate diets can disrupt the normal gut flora. Poultry need only 

their pellets or mash with few or no treats. Owners can often be very deceptive about what 

they feed their birds 

 Contaminated water- It can be shocking how few owners don’t change their birds drinking 

water daily. Furthermore in this wet weather dirty puddles can be a source of pathogens. I 

am always amazed that when presented with a drinker full of clean water and a dirty puddle 



 
the birds almost always choose the puddle. Owners should try to drain puddles or to cover 

them in bark to limit their birds access to them. 

 Worms and coccidiosis- as discussed above internal parasites can lead to a disruption of the 

normal intestinal flora 

 Viruses and bacterial species- there are a plethora of viruses and bacteria discussed in the 

text books which can contribute to diarrhoea but invariably they all lead to dysbacteriosis 

and it is rarely worth spending the clients money or your time isolating them through- 

culture, PCR or virus isolation as a specific diagnosis will not affect the treatment given 

 Underlying immuno-suppression thorough Mareks disease or Lymphoid Leukosis can lead to 

dysbacteriosis- this should be suspected where cases are either fully or partially 

unresponsive to therapy for dysbacteriosis. 

When presented with a patient with diarrhoea always first rule out parasites, diet and dirty water as 

the cause. Such birds are rarely unwell in appearance but always check their hydration status and 

correct this if necessary. 

Next there are two approaches: 

1. Give probiotics such as Beryl’s to try and competitively exclude any pathogens by 

bombarding the gut with ‘friendly’ lactobacilli 

2. Use  Tylan for 5 days orally to control the overgrowth of pathogenic bacteria. Tylan should 

be given orally as we want it to be active locally in the intestine rather than systemically. 

Tylan can be followed 24 hours later by probiotics. Resist the temptation to use Baytril in 

such cases as Enrofloxacin will not only destroy pathogenic bacteria but it will also destroy 

the beneficial species too. 

Finally always remember to rule out polyuria as a cause of ‘apparent diarrhoea’. Birds urinate and 

defecate in one motion. Diarrhoea tends to be homogenously liquid whereas polyuria tends to 

present as a solid mass of faeces with a puddle of water with it. Infectious Bronchitis (coronavirus) in 

chickens often causes renal damage leading to polyuria. 

Blackhead 

Blackhead is caused by the protozoal parasite Histomonas meleagridis which is usually carried by the 

relatively harmless caecal worm ‘Heterakis’. Once a bird is infected with blackhead the parasite 

burrows into the caecal wall leading to an ulcerative typhlitis. Next the parasite migrates across the 

abdomen to the liver to cause multiple circular areas of necrosis classically described as ‘hobnail liver 

lesions’. Clinical signs include: 

 Bright yellow diarrhoea 

 Dullness 

 Sudden death 

 A cyanotic head in rare cases 



 
Treatment: 

Unfortunately the most effective medication for blackhead called ‘Emtryl’ has been banned by the 

EU. Tetracyclines and Tiamulin have been reported to be of benefit when combined. 

Oregano based supplements given in feed or water are anecdotally thought to help. 

Always worm infected flocks with Flubenvet to destroy any infected Heterakis worms. 

Prevention: 

Blackhead can infect chickens, pea fowl and turkeys though the latter seem to be especially 

susceptible. For this reason turkeys should never be kept with chickens nor should turkeys be kept 

on ground on which chickens have used. 

Flocks should be routinely wormed with Flubenvet every three months. 

 

Crop Problems in pet Chickens 

The crop is a diverticulum of the oesophagus where the initial stages of digestion can occur. There 

are two common conditions of the crop: crop impaction and sour crop. 

The crop fills once the gizzard is full. The crop considerably in size  from a virtually undetectable sac 

through to the size of an orange. When presented with a bird with a distended crop withhold food 

but not water for four hours to ensure the crop is genuinely impacted before letting the owner 

pressure you for surgery.  

Crop impaction can be caused by crop dysmotility (mareks disease can cause tumours in the nervous 

system leading to poor motility) or by foreign body obstruction (long grass or straw can commonly 

impact the crop). These birds present as dull, inappetant and have firm impacted crops. The 

treatment surgery (an Ingluviotomy).   

1. Pluck feathers from the part of the crop furtherest from the body wall along the midline- if 

you cut the feathers rather than pluck them they’ll not grow back until the next moult! 

2. Inject local anaesethic into the skin and crop wall using a line block 

3. Use hibbiscrub and alcohol spray to clean your surgical site  

4. Incise the skin making a wound of at least 3’’ long to allow the removal of the material 

without tearing the skin 

5. Insert a stay suture into the crop to hold it outside the skin wound with an assistant holding 

the other end. This helps keep the skin wound clean 

6. Make a 2-3’’ incision in the crop wall and remove the impacted contents – your sterility may 

not be maintained at this point!!! 

7. Flush the crop with saline 



 
8. Suture the crop wall with a monofilament absorbable suture in a simple interrupted pattern 

9. Repeat step 8 with the skin 

10. Don’t forget antimicrobials and pain relief 

11. Restrict feeding to small frequent amounts until the wound has healed- don’t restrict water 

Note if there is an underlying reason for the impaction then the crop may re-impact.  

Sour Crop is caused by a disruption of the normal crop flora with an overgrowth of Candidia. 

Antimicrobials and bizarre diets and mouldy food are potential causes. These birds are often 

inappetant, dull, have foul smelling breath and have distended fluid filled crops.  

Treatment involves: 

1. Identifying and removing the underlying cause 

2. Draining the crop - One method is to invert the bird however there is a real risk of chocking 

it!!!. The preferred method is to use a crop tube to empty the crop  

3. Using a probiotic such as Beryl’s friendly bacteria to help restore the normal crop flora- this 

may require repeated daily treatments 

4. Antifungals such as Nystatin can be used ‘off label’ to control the fungal overgrowth is crop 

emptying and probiotics fail. 

 

  

 


