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SPECIAL POULTRY EDITION
Backyard poultry resources at CAHFS and the University of California:

CAHFS is the backbone of California’s warning system that helps to protect the health of California’s 
livestock and poultry.  As part of our mission, we off er a backyard poultry post-mortem examina  on pro-
gram. For a fee of $25 you can submit up to two diseased and/or dead birds to any of the four laborato-
ries (Davis, Turlock, Tulare or San Bernardino) for a post-mortem examina  on and full diagnos  c work-up. 
You will receive a comprehensive report explaining the tests performed and the results obtained. Please 
keep in mind that for biosecurity reasons, animals that come to our laboratories cannot be returned to 
the owner. 

The University of California’s Coopera  ve Extension provides extensive resources for beginner and expe-
rienced poultry enthusiasts. Informa  on on a variety of essen  al topics such as coop design, husbandry, 
management, nutri  on, poultry veterinarians, etc. is available on their website. 

Common diseases of chickens

Although numerous infec  ous and non-in-
fec  ous diseases and condi  ons have been 
diagnosed in backyard chickens in California, 
the most common are Marek’s disease, ovari-
an cancer, salpingi  s, peritoni  s, salpingoperi-
toni  s, mycoplasmosis, infec  ous bronchi  s 
(IB), infec  ous laryngotrachei  s (ILT), external 
parasitosis due to lice and mites, internal para-
sites due to round worms and tape worms and 
hemorrhagic fa  y liver syndrome (HFLS).

VND Update

There have been no posi  ve virulent New-
castle disease (vND) results for the past 58 
days! The last posi  ve result was on May 
29, 2019.  This is good news and indicates 
that there is light at the end of the tunnel. 

If you have lost chickens or other birds 
due to vND, please keep in mind that you 
can have birds again in the future a  er a 
bird-free (fallow) period of a minimum 120 
days and release of quaran  ne. Restocking 
is prohibited un  l wri  en no  fi ca  on is 
received from the state veterinarian grant-
ing permission to restock. Please contact 
the California Department of Food and 
Agriculture (CDFA; 866 922-2473) if there 
are further ques  ons.

Please con  nue to be vigilant and 
remember to follow CDFA’s biosecurity 
guidelines for backyard and pet birds. 
Extensive surveillance eff orts will be per-
formed over the next few months to make 
sure there are no addi  onal pockets of 
infec  on. As part of that eff ort, everybody 
is encouraged to submit dead or sick birds 
to any of the four CAHFS loca  ons. 

https://www.cdfa.ca.gov/AHFSS/Animal_Health/pdfs/AI/BiosecurityForBackyardAndPetBirds.pdf
https://www.cdfa.ca.gov/AHFSS/Animal_Health/pdfs/AI/BiosecurityForBackyardAndPetBirds.pdf
https://ucanr.edu/sites/poultry


Lab Locations:

CAHFS – Davis
University of California
620 West Health Sciences Dr. 
Davis, CA 95616
Phone: 530-752-8700
Fax: 530-752-6253 
daviscahfs@ucdavis.edu

CAHFS – 
San Bernardino
105 W. Central Ave.
San Bernardino, CA 92408
Phone: 909-383-4287
Fax: 909-884-5980 
sanbernardinocahfs@ucdavis.edu

CAHFS – Tulare
18760 Road 112
Tulare, CA 93274
Phone: 559-688-7543 
Fax: 559-688-2985
tularecahfs@ucdavis.edu

CAHFS – Turlock
1550 Soderquist Road 
Turlock, CA 95381
Phone: 209-634-5837 
Fax: 209-667-4261 
turlockcahfs@ucdavis.edu
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Lead in chickens. A year-long assessment (Oct 
2015 to Sept 2016) of liver lead concentra  ons in 
chickens from backyard fl ocks found that approx-
imately 3% (45) of the 1,476 tested liver samples  
had detectable lead concentra  ons ranging from 
0.9 to 41 ppm.  Twenty-two percent (10) of the 
posi  ve birds had liver lead concentra  ons within 
a toxic range (> 8 ppm).  Most birds had signif-
icant co-morbidi  es causing clinical signs and 
death.  Posi  ve birds came from urban, suburban 
and rural environments.  Since the study was 
published, we con  nue to fi nd backyard chick-
ens exposed to lead.  Unfortunately, sources 
are o  en not iden  fi ed, but lead exposure is 
most likely due to the presence of lead from old 
lead-based paints that have degraded over  me 
resul  ng in soil contamina  on.  Two recent cases 
had liver lead concentra  ons of 5.1 ppm and 3.4 
ppm, respec  vely which is considered very high.  
Lead-exposed birds can lay contaminated eggs 
and poten  ally present a health risk to people 
regularly consuming these products. Backyard 
chicken owners are advised to determine if there 
is a poten  al lead exposure hazard prior to plac-
ing birds in the home environment.

Severe dehydra  on and yolk sac infec  on was 
diagnosed in 6-day-old chicks submi  ed from 
a hatchery. E. coli was isolated from yolk sac 
cultures, and brain sodium levels were between 
1900-2600 ppm (normal <1400ppm). Elevat-
ed sodium levels in the brain can occur due to 
severe dehydra  on in addi  on to salt toxicity. 
However, in this case salt levels in the feed were 
within normal limits, which suggests that the 
elevated sodium in the brain was due to dehydra-
 on. 

Bilateral melanoma involving the ciliary body 
of both eyes was diagnosed in a 5-month-old 
backyard hen.  The chicken had mild to moder-
ate protrusion of the right eye for several weeks 
and the le   eye had a discolored cornea. While 
chickens are suscep  ble to a variety of cancers, 
melanomas are exceedingly rare especially in-
volving both eyes.

Marek’s disease was diagnosed in two unrelated 
adult turkeys; a male Bourbon Red and a female  
Royal Palm.  Necropsy revealed enlarged 
livers with a few small white nod-

ules. The kidneys and spleens were enlarged, 
pale and mo  led. Histopathology demonstrat-
ed infi ltra  on of most organs with neoplas  c 
lymphocytes, which were iden  fi ed by immuno-
histochemistry as T-cells. Marek’s disease virus 
serotype 1 was detected by PCR in livers.

An up  ck in 
Hemorrhag-
ic Liver Syn-
drome (HLS) 
cases has 
been seen 
over the past 
month. This 
syndrome, 
where the liver ruptures and bleeds-out causing 
sudden death, is a non-contagious, sporadic 
condi  on that may aff ect birds at any age. Mul-
 ple birds in one fl ock can be aff ected within 

a short period of  me. The only associa  ons 
found are  obese body condi  on and (heat) 
stress. Thus, keeping lean birds and protec  on 
against the summer heat are some recommen-
da  ons. Some ways to cope with the eff ects of 
high temperatures are providing good ven  la-
 on/fans in the coop as well as shaded areas, 

frozen watermelon, and gently spray cold water 
on the birds. 

A leiomyoma was diagnosed in a 2-year-old 
Rhode Island Red hen submi  ed for necropsy. 
The hen had been depressed for several weeks 
and was found dead on the nest. At necrop-
sy, a 4-5 inch diameter so    ssue mass with 
blood cavi  es was observed in the mesosalpinx. 
Visceral organs were congested, and fi brin, yolk, 
and membranous eggs had accumulated in the 
coelomic cavity. By histopathology, the mass was 
iden  fi ed as a leiomyoma, which resulted 
in infl amma  on and poor circula  on in 
coelomic organs.


