
32 Backyard Poultry

By Lacey Hughett

THE FACTS:
What is it? A respiratory disease 

caused by mold spores.  
Causative Agent: Most often the mold 

species Aspergillus fumigatus, but can be 
caused by other molds as well.  

Incubation period: 2-5 days. 
Disease duration: Usually acute, but 

can become chronic. 
Morbidity: Noncontagious, though 

birds in the same living condition will 
also be at risk.  

Mortality: High. 
Signs: Difficulty breathing, fever, lack 

of appetite, weight loss, and listlessness.   
Diagnosis: Through clinical presenta-

tion and gross lesions mainly, but a his-
tological examination of fungal elements 
observed in the lungs and air sacs is more 
definitive. 

Treatment: None. 

THE SCOOP:
Aspergillosis, also known as mycotic 

pneumonia, is a fungal disease resulting 
from the inhalation of mold spores. The 
spores may come from contaminated 
bedding, feed, dust, or even air ducts and 
hatching equipment. 

Once inhaled, the mold causes lung 
inflammation, which leads to mucous 
production and difficulty breathing. Birds 
pant rapidly with an open mouth, and 
body temperature rises. Animals strug-
gling to breathe naturally expend extra 
energy. Increased metabolic demands, 
coupled with a lack of appetite, bring 
about rapid weight loss. Neurological 

Aspergillosis

symptoms may present due to especially 
high spore exposure.  

It more often infects birds in the first 
few weeks of life, leading to brooder’s 
pneumonia. Chicks have immature im-
mune systems, and their brooders are 
warm, often humid, and high in ammonia 
from feces, creating a great environment 
for the mold to flourish.  

While more likely to survive, older 
birds are also more likely to develop 
chronic aspergillosis, exhibiting respi-
ratory complications plus blindness and 
neurological issues. 

Postmortem examinations reveal grey 
or yellow plaque and nodules in the lungs 
and air sacs, and in severe cases in the 
trachea. These will be visible to the naked 
eye and as large as a few centimeters. 
Plaque may also appear in the intestines 
and liver. Lungs may seem congested 
and swollen.  

Aspergillosis does not spread between 
birds. Environmental factors are the 
largest cause — dirty/wet coops and 
poor ventilation — followed by wet/
moldy food.  

Infected meat chicks may appear to re-
cover or be asymptomatic, only for owners 
to find signs during processing. Birds with 
aspergillosis are not safe for eating and the 
meat should be disposed of safely.  

There is no clinically effective treat-
ment for aspergillosis. The bird succumbs 
to the infection or spontaneously recov-
ers. Supportive therapy such as sepa-
ration, removal from the environment, 
stress reduction, and encouraging hydra-

tion can aid in recovery. Once they have 
respiratory symptoms, however, survival 
is rare. Pet birds have seen some benefits 
with added fluids and antifungal drugs, 
but treatment is costly and prolonged 
and is generally not a viable option for 
farmers. Preventing re-exposure to mold 
increases chances of survival.  

To reduce outbreak severity, move all 
birds to a new, clean living space. Remove 
old bedding and thoroughly disinfect 
feeders and waterers with a fungicidal 
disinfectant safe for animals.  

While cleaning a contaminated area, 
take care not to create clouds of dust. 
Move all animals from the area and wear 
a mold respirator or mask. This disease 
can affect most animals, including hu-
mans. If symptoms occur in any human 
exposed, seek medical attention.  

For outbreaks involving chicks, move 
the brood to a new area and give support-
ive care to minimize losses. Inappropri-
ately cleaned incubators are a huge source 
of mold spores. Sanitize incubators 
between hatches and ensure that eggs are 
clean and damage-free before incubating. 

In coops, rotate water and food dishes 
frequently to allow the ground to dry out. 
Develop a cleaning schedule for the coops 
and equipment. Never feed birds moldy, 
wet, or otherwise contaminated feed. 
Dispose of uneaten food. Store chicken 
feed in a dry area protected from rodents 
and the elements.  

Like many diseases, aspergillosis can 
be mostly prevented through good prac-
tices and biosecurity. 




