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Coccidiosis

Coccidia are single-celled, obligate, spore-forming 
parasites that infect a wide variety of animals and are host 
specific. Nine known species affect chickens and seven 
affect turkeys, and disease severity depends on strain.  

The infective unit, called a sporulated oocyst, repro-
duces in the intestines. A single infective oocyst can 
create over 100,000 new oocysts. Lesions appear as 
oocysts destroy epithelial cells, leading to mucousy, 
bloody stools. Significant blood loss causes pale 
comb and skin. 

In moderate coccidiosis, birds may develop short 
term immunity to that variety. They will still be sus-
ceptible to varieties they haven’t encountered and 
can become infected with multiple strains at once. 
Identifying the specific strain can help with treatment 
options. Different strains affect different intestinal 
areas and can create different kinds of lesions. They 
can even vary on the sporulation times. 

The most predominant problem associated with 
coccidiosis is a compromised immune system allow-
ing secondary infections. Coccidiosis can also lead 
to necrotic enteritis, a secondary intestinal bacterial 
infection with a high mortality rate. 

Prevention is the first step to a healthy flock. 
Practice biosecurity; vaccines and anticoccidials can 
also be utilized. Most importantly, maintain dry and 
clean bedding and do not overcrowd birds. Avoid 
straw bedding. 

For treatment, consult a veterinarian or poultry 
specialist to ensure the correct drug is provided. Am-
prolium is used most frequently. Certain medications, 
like those from the sulfa family, should not be used 
in layers. Providing additional vitamin K and vitamin 
A helps with recovery and reduces the mortality rate. 

Coccidiosis can be costly and devastating, but it 
can be prevented/treated early through good flock 
management and attention to detail.

What is it? A protozoal infection of the digestive tract. 

Causative Agent: Multiple different protozoal 
species of the genus Eimeria. 

Incubation period: Dependent on species. 

Disease onset: Dependent on species and severity 
of the infection. 

Disease duration: Recovery can take two weeks 
or longer. 

Morbidity: Can be very high, depending on the 
severity of the infection. 

Transmission: Oral-fecal when feed, water, dirt, or 
bedding are soiled with infected feces. Oocysts reproduce 
in the intestinal tract and are shed to infect more birds.

Avoiding coccidiosis: Practice biosecurity, as 
oocysts enter a flock via insects, people, equipment, 
other animals, feed, or bedding. Maintain clean/dry 
bedding and do not overcrowd birds.

Signs: Bloody or mucousy droppings, diarrhea, 
weakness, listlessness, decreased food and water 
intake, pale comb and skin, weight loss, death. 

Diagnosis: A fecal float test, or by scraping and 
testing the intestines of a deceased bird, conducted 
by a veterinarian or within a laboratory. 

Treatment: Prevention is the best treatment; oth-
erwise medications like amprolium.

All information vetted for accuracy by Dr. Sherrill Davison, Poultry 
Specialist at University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medicine.

A broiler chick with 
mucous-type diarrhea.


