
Coccidiosis in Chicks 
 

By Gabby Wormuth, Dairy & Livestock Specialist  

Avian intestinal coccidiosis is a common protozoal gastrointestinal (GI) disease that primarily affects young 
chickens. So how can you tell your chicks are affected by coccidiosis? Clinical signs include mucus-like or 
bloody diarrhea, dehydration, anemia, listlessness, ruffled feathers, stunted growth, and can result in death. 
Once matured, chickens can still be affected by coccidiosis. In laying hens, it is commonly associated with a 
drop in egg production. 

Chickens can carry nine different species of coccidia, but it may be challenging to test for and detect 
coccidiosis depending on the stage of the disease. In addition, it can be difficult to control coccidiosis in 
mixed-aged flock, where older, “healthy” chickens can infect younger chicks. It is best to keep the younger 
and older chickens separated.  

Each of the nine species are unique and exposure to one species does not afford protection to others. That 
means no anti-coccidial medication is effective against every species of coccidia, so identification is key for 
treatment and control. However, if chickens are exposed, they will typically develop immunity towards that 
species. 

A single oocyst can infect and destroy thousands of intestinal cells. As coccidia are shed in the feces, the 
resulting spores can remain viable for months. Once ingested by another chicken, the life cycle begins again. 
It is transmitted through fecal-oral route, so if an infected chicken were to defecate and shed oocysts in their 
manure, and a non-infected chicken were to peck at it and ingest the infected manure, that chicken now is 
transmitted the disease.  

It is important to recognize that coccidiosis is common in the poultry environment. The presence of it is not 
necessarily a sign of poor care, however there are some ways you can try to prevent coccidiosis from 
occurring in your flock.  

Control moisture within your coop. You can utilize nipple drinkers to reduce spillage of water onto litter 
instead of bell and trough drinkers. If possible, periodically move the location of your chickens. Any area that 
is consistently covered with manure will eventually have a high load of bacteria, viruses, and parasites, like 
coccidia. Leaving land fallow for several weeks is one of the most effective ways to reduce the pathogen load 
in the environment. You can also include anticoccidial into the diet to prevent clinical infection. This is very 
important for the first month of the chick’s life since her immune system hasn’t fully developed. 

Good biosecurity is critical. Coccidial oocysts are normally brought in through contaminated equipment. 
Maintaining good biosecurity and utilizing clean and sanitized equipment, especially between flocks, will 
help prevent coccidiosis from entering your flock. Furthermore, since coccidiosis is a zoonotic disease, 
meaning it can transfer to different species, humans are susceptible to getting the disease as well. So good 
biosecurity also benefits you too. To keep from spreading infection yourself, it is essential to always wash 
your hands after working with chickens. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
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