Fowl Typhoid and
Pullorum Disease
By Lacey Hughett
The facts:
What is it? A highly contagious bacterial disease.
Causative Agent: A rod-shaped, facultative aerobic bacteria
called Salmonella enterica subspecies enterica serovar Gallinarum and biovar Gallinarum and Pullorum.
Incubation period: 4-6 days.
Disease duration: Infection can be acute or chronic, with
birds carrying the disease into adulthood and passing it to their
offspring.
Morbidity: High.
Mortality: Very high in young birds, moderately high in
older birds.
Signs: Embryos can die in the egg prior to hatching. Birds
exhibit depression, drooping wings, huddling, labored breathing, poor appetite, and have thick white paste-like diarrhea.
Diagnosis: A necropsy examination with culture at a state
diagnostic laboratory is necessary to confirm the diagnosis.
Treatment: Not recommended.
The scoop:
Pullorum disease and fowl typhoid affect all poultry and various wild birds. Though virtually eradicated from commercial
flocks in most developed countries, outbreaks still happen in
backyard flocks, game birds, and wild birds. Lighter breeds are
more resistant; heavier breeds are more susceptible. Although
rare, some mammals can contract these diseases as well. Zoonotic transmission to humans is unlikely but not impossible.
Horizontal transmission occurs from fellow birds through
the respiratory tract, orally, or through an open wound. The
bacteria are shed through feces of infected birds. Additionally,
birds can contract it through cannibalism, feather picking, or
mechanically spread through equipment or animals/humans
traveling between farms.
Vertical transmission is when bacteria pass from hen to offspring through egg transmission. Chicks will either hatch with
the disease or die during development. Infected chicks soon
infect their brood-mates.
Pullorum disease: Infected chicks die soon after hatching, with signs peaking around two to three weeks old. Birds
surviving into adulthood are smaller than average and poorly
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feathered, and their eggs may hatch infected chicks. Infection
in older birds presents fewer signs; the bird may only show
decreased egg hatchability, production, and fertility.
Fowl typhoid: Affects birds of any age with the same
symptoms.
Outbreaks of both diseases can have few or atypical symptoms. Birds are infected for life, and chronic infections present
with weakness, production loss, respiratory problems, and
inflamed joints. Postmortem examinations reveal lesions that
are indistinguishable between the two diseases.
Both diseases require veterinarian diagnosis through testing
conducted at a state diagnostic laboratory. Veterinarians must
report positive test results or a suspected infection to the state's
Department of Agriculture. Any animal suspected of exposure
will be quarantined and tested depending on local regulations.
Positive flocks will be depopulated and the area decontaminated.
Antibiotics do not cure the disease and multidrug resistance
is common. Treatment will not prevent transmission to the next
generation. Cull infected birds and disinfect the living area to
prevent future infection. Clean equipment with phenol-based
disinfectants.
Prevention: Only buy hatching eggs and chicks from sources
known to be disease-free. The National Poultry Improvement Plan
tests for Salmonella bacteria types, so NPIP-certified flocks are
safe. Keep wild birds and rodents away from your flock. Don’t
allow visitors if they have sick birds. Clean all equipment prior to
use. Be mindful of all feed, bedding, or other materials brought
onto your property, including mechanical vectors like poultry mites.
All information vetted for accuracy by Dr. Sherrill Davison,
Poultry Specialist at University of Pennsylvania School of
Veterinary Medicine.
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