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Game Bird & Poultry Health Fact Sheet 

Rotavirus 

What is it? 

Rotavirus is as the name suggests a virus that affects the intestine of many different animal and bird 

species causing a nasty diarrhoea 

Rotavirus often affects young birds in the first few weeks of life. However, there is no age resistance 

to infection so older birds can suffer.  

The main issue with rotavirus is that mortality can be severe (up to 80%) if the chicks are left untreated 

or their environment is poor. It is excreted in faeces in huge numbers so the bedding can get badly 

infected very quickly. Birds can shed rotavirus following infection for around 3 weeks but they do not 

have a carrier state. If the young birds do survive then they tend to remain as ‘poor doers’. 

Initial infection of chicks is commonly seen where hatchery hygiene and in particular hatching egg 

hygiene is poor. The virus survives on the dirty eggs but there is no evidence that it is spread vertically 

within the egg from the hen. Between chicks the transmission is faecal – oral i.e. the chicks pick up the 

infection by ingesting infected faeces. 

Avian Rotavirus does not cause any problems in humans. 
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Symptoms / Clinical  

Diarrhoea is the main clinical sign seen 2 to 5 days post infection. The chicks become rapidly 

dehydrated and can die. Clinical signs vary in severity depending on the age of the bird and its immune 

status. 

Other signs include 

 Depression 

 Poor feed intakes and scattering feed 

 Drooping wings 

 Yellowish watery diarrhoea 

 Huddling 

 Increased in mortality 

Diagnosis 

Diagnosis is best confirmed by a vet. This will involve sending samples from the birds’ intestines to a 

specialist laboratory. Fresh samples are best to get the diagnosis. 

Treatment 

Chicks need a suitable environment to prevent added stresses such as chilling. The chicks must be kept 

hydrated by provision of clean water. The placement of additional drinkers can often help. Oral 

rehydration solutions such as Quill Lyte or Quill Lyte Plus help to stop dehydration.  

Bedding must be kept dry and replenished to reduce the contact with infected faeces. Feeders and 

drinkers should be cleaned regularly to prevent infection or reinfection. Make sure ventilation is 

adequate to allow the moist air to escape and be replenished with fresh air. 

The vet may decide to use antibiotics if the is a suspicion of a secondary bacterial infection but no anti-

viral treatments are used or available for birds. 

Prevention 

1. Make sure the hatchery hygiene is good (multi des disinfectant and intra foam cleaner) and 

that eggs are clean when set (Rotasan).  

2. Maintain a closed breeding flock as much as possible 

3. Do not custom hatch, i.e. hatch chicks from different farms 

4. Do not over stock 

5. Keep the housing well topped up with fresh litter 

6. Keep feeders and drinkers clean 

7. Maintain good biosecurity by attending young birds’ first job of the day. Do not return to these 

birds unless you change footwear or use over shoes. 

8. There is currently no vaccine available. 
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