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Game Bird & Poultry Health Fact Sheet 

Red Mite 

 

What is it? 

Dermanyssus gallinae is the official name of the red mite.  It is an external parasite of birds and so 

named due to its characteristic red appearance it develops after ingesting the host’s blood.  The mite 

particularly seems to affect chickens and turkeys but can affect all birds.   

Red mite start their life as small grey mites and can survive in the environment for months to years.  

They only attach to the birds skin when they need to feed, and it is this ingestion of blood that turns 

them red.  Once they have fed they will return to their habitat in the environment.  If they have not 

fed for a while they will appear grey.  The mite are 0.5-1mm in length and so are visible to the naked 

eye but careful examination is necessary especially in poultry housing as they are not always present 

on the bird and may simply appear as a bit of dirt.     

Red mite feed for less than an hour, a few times a week.  They are able to reproduce very quickly 

and the life cycle of red mite egg to adult red mite can be completed in less than a week.  This is 

critical as if the red mite are not controlled, the populations can explode and cause a huge challenge 

to the health of the birds present. 

The mite are able to survive within any crevices of poultry housing as well as carpets, furniture and 

bedding if they get within a house.  Typically they prefer darkness and so feed on the birds at night.  

It is more common therefore to observe the mite on birds at night time.  If you want to determine 

whether red mite is present then it is also advisable to look for it when it is dark.   

They cause a huge impact on the welfare of birds and in commercial situations can lead to financial 

losses.   

Red mite are also capable of carrying other diseases such as Salmonella and so their control is 

critical.   

Wooden housing is particularly bad for harbouring infections as they are difficult to thoroughly clean 

and disinfect.   

Symptoms / Clinical Signs 

 Anaemia; pale combs and wattles 

 Reluctance to lay in nest boxes; nest boxes are perfect places for the mite to survive and 

contact the poultry and as they cause irritation, they may deter birds from entering the 

boxes 
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 Feather pulling as a direct consequence of the irritation of the mite on the skin 

 Agitation of birds as they try to itch/rub the irritant mite away 

 Weight loss 

 Decrease in egg production 

 Pale eggs 

 Blood on eggs 

 Death, in severe cases the anaemia caused can result in death 

 

 

The above photos are taken from a post mortem specimen which had died due to anaemia as a 

result of a heavy red mite burden.  The left photo shows a very pale breast muscle and the right 

shows eggs which are pale because of the red mite. 

 

Diagnosis 

 Post mortem.  Where death has occurred due to anaemia from red mite, the two photos 

above are a common finding.  Alongside this the mites will be present on the skin of the bird 

as well as within the beak and intestinal tract as the bird has desperately tried to preen the 

mite away 

 Presence of mite on a bird or within its housing.  As mentioned above, it is best to look for 

red mite in the dark.  There are many tricks of the trade which can be used to detect them 
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such as rubbing white paper along any cracks and crevices and examining it for blood 

staining, or hanging a white cloth up overnight and examine the next day 

 

Treatment 

Treatment of red mite can be difficult as they regularly build up a resistance to chemicals available.  

There are many chemical sprays available such as Perbio Choc which are useful in their control.  

These should be applied at dark when the mites are allowed out to ensure direct contact with the 

mite. 

There is a chemical licensed to be administered via the drinking water which is particularly useful 

where there are large numbers of affected birds or in severe cases of infection. 

Discussion with your vet can determine the most appropriate treatment.   

On an individual bird basis, it is possible to use an off license chemical but this needs to be 

prescribed by a vet as there will be egg and meat withholds involved and so it is not suitable for 

commercial poultry.   

The use of detergents can be used in the control of red mite as it dehydrates the mite causing it to 

die.  Diatomaceous earth such as Smite is also useful as it damages the waxy cuticle on the mites 

surface causing dehydration and death.    

Prevention 

 Thorough cleaning (a detergent must be used) and disinfection of housing with the use of an 

insecticide 

 Application of diatomaceous earth to the poultry shed as a slurry to stick to all surfaces 

 Applying grease to structures such as feeder legs will inhibit the mites movement and stop 

its route to the bird 

 Thorough and routine monitoring of the mites presence in order to treat as soon as 

necessary 
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