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Game Bird & Poultry Health Fact Sheet 

Intestinal (gut) Worms 

 

What are they? 

There are several types of intestinal worm in existence.  Each of these can cause damage to the gut 

health of birds which can then compromise overall health, as well as being vectors for other diseases 

(i.e. the Heterakis worm). 

The main worms we clinically observe causing a problem in poultry and game are: 

 Round worms (Ascaridia galli) 

 Hair worms (Capillaria) 

 Caecal worms (Heterakis gallinarum) 

 Strongyle worm (Trichostrongylus tenuis) 

o This is more relevant to grouse in particular 

The presence of any worm within the intestinal tract will alter the transfer of nutrients across the 

cell wall and in turn affect the fluid levels within the intestine.  This disruption therefore means that 

birds will not be able to absorb nutrients adequately and could develop diarrhoea.   

 

Symptoms / Clinical Signs 

The main clinical signs associated with gut worm burdens can vary between species, however in 

general are: 

 Diarrhoea 

 Ill thrift 

 Loose faeces 

 Poor weight gain 

 Death in extreme cases 

 

Roundworms 

These worms are the largest of the worms and Ascarid worms can be up to two inches long and look 

like spaghetti!  In small numbers they do not cause a clinically obvious problem, however within the 

intestines they are still damaging the lining of the intestine.  This is because the larval stage of the 
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worm invades the lining which then disrupts nutrient and fluid transfer.  The adult worm lives within 

the lumen (so within the intestinal tube) and if present in large numbers, could cause blockages!  It is 

also possible to see these worms in faeces when there is a large burden! 

The main clinical signs observed in Ascarid infections are decreased growth rates and ill thrift, 

enteritis (inflammation of the intestine which will be painful and cause a diarrhoea) as well as 

impactions if there are enough present. 

The Ascarid worm has a direct lifecycle which means a bird will ingest an infectious worm egg, which 

hatches and develops into a worm within the bird, the worm then lays infective worm eggs which 

are excreted by the bird into the environment, ready to be ingested again!   

Hair Worms 

Hair worms are incredibly small and are often difficult to see with the naked eye.  Even in small 

numbers these worms can cause significant damage, even death in some cases.  Capillaria is the 

most common hair worm we find but there are many species which affect different parts of the 

intestinal system.  Some of these have direct life cycles but some also have indirect life cycles, 

meaning that a stage of their development takes place within another host such as earthworms.   

Capillaria directly damage the lining of the intestines and so disrupt normal nutrient and fluid 

transfer.   

Clinical signs of birds affected with Capillaria range from reduced growth rates, ill thrift, reduced egg 

production, secondary health issues and death. 

Caecal worms 

As their name suggest, caecal worms live within the caecum of the birds (a section of gut at the 

lower end of the intestinal tract).  Hetarakis species are caecal worms. 

Hetarakis gallinarum is commonly found within poultry and turkeys and on its own does not typically 

cause a problem.  However, unfortunately, it plays a role in the transmission of another disease 

called Blackhead (Histomonas melagridis).   This is covered within another health sheet but causes 

significant disease to poultry and game birds. 

Hetarakis isolonche affects pheasants and does cause direct damage by invading the lining of the 

caecum which can cause typhlitis (inflammation of the caecum – solid cores form within and deter 

the normal functioning of the caecum). 

The life cycle for these worms is either direct or indirect.   

Clinical signs could either include those of Blackhead if the Hetarakis is playing a significant role, 

otherwise ill thrift and diarrhoea, potentially death in game birds where typhlitis forms.   
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Strongyle worm 

Strongyle worms such as Trichostrongylus tenuis also live within the caecum and are of particular 

importance to grouse, and has been reported in goslings.  They have a direct life cycle. 

This worm is widespread in grouse.  High infection levels can cause clinical signs such as decreased 

breeding, poor weight gain and growth rates, diarrhoea, anaemia and mortality.  Research shows 

that this worm is responsible for the natural fluctuations in levels of grouse on our moors.     

 

Diagnosis 

It can be difficult to determine from clinical signs alone which type of worm may be causing issues in 

your bird, however whenever there is poor weight gain, diarrhoea, ill thrift and mortality, worms 

should always be considered.   

There are two main ways to diagnose which worms are present and to what extent: 

1) Post Mortem examination 

Submitting ill, thin or otherwise culled birds for post mortem for a routine worm screen can 

be extremely beneficial.  Your vet will be able to determine the presence of worms by sight 

alone for the larger of the worms and gut scrapes for the smaller of the worms.  An 

appropriate treatment protocol can then be designed.   

2) Worm egg counts 

 

Samples of fresh faeces should be sent (first class, and well-sealed) to your vets who will 

then perform a worm egg count.  It is possible here to identify exactly which worm eggs are 

present and in what quantity. 

A shortfall of this test is that it is possible to get false negative results.  For example, it is 

possible that the faeces with the worm eggs in is not collected for analysis.  Please speak to 

your vet if you wish to perform this test, it is a great screening tool but we must take care 

with its interpretation. 

 

Treatment 

There are a limited amount of wormers licensed in poultry and none licensed for ducks.  We have 

the option to provide these treatments in the water or in the feed.  Feed is the preferred method 
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especially where there are other water sources available i.e. streams or there is wet weather and the 

birds drink from puddles!   

Please speak to your vet to obtain the most suitable wormer for your birds. 

With regards to frequency of worming, this can vary between the species. In low levels of infection 

with the less damaging worms, treatment every six weeks is generally sufficient providing the birds 

have adequate space allowance and are not contained to a small area for a prolonged period of 

time. 

More frequent worm treatment is required if there is a risk of other disease such as Blackhead, if 

one of the more damaging worms is observed or the birds are at a higher risk of picking worm eggs 

up from the environment e.g. pheasants whilst in a release pen.   

 

Prevention 

It is very difficult to destroy worm egg within the environment.  Therefore once the environment is 

contaminated it is common for the birds to become infected as they ingest contaminated 

food/water or from natural pecking behaviour.   

Worm eggs do not survive well where there are high temperatures, prolonged deep frosts, sunlight 

and drought………so obviously here in the UK we provide perfect conditions for worm survival!  It is 

therefore even more critical we control the worm burdens and likely ingestion of worm eggs as 

much as we can.  The following is a list of measures we can easily take.  It is always advisable to liaise 

with your vet first to gauge what you are most at risk of. 

 Feed from cleanable feeders off the ground ,ensure these are regularly cleaned  

 Move feeders on a regular basis to avoid the build-up of birds faeces around feeders which 

could contain worm eggs 

 Always run a low stocking density, and keep them well bedded so it is less likely that birds 

will then come into contact with infected faeces 

 Avoid muddy or wet areas.  The use of products such as  Ultra Dri can help with these areas 

 Keep grass or cover short to allow any sunlight we do have to destroy worm eggs 

 Rotate the ground on which you keep your birds so that it does not become heavily 

contaminated 

 Try to avoid contact where possible with wild birds who will often carry worms and could 

contaminate your birds by defecating in their area 

 Design a tailored worming protocol with your vet for your birds, this is important as even if 

you treat, the low level of worms remaining will quickly multiply and cause re-infection 
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 Maintain a healthy gut so that if a bird is to encounter a worm challenge it is already 

equipped to cope 

o Ensure feed is appropriate and of high quality 

o Maintain good biosecurity 

o The use of products such as Aqua Acid or Nutrimix in poultry or Quill Boost tonic in 

game birds to lower the pH and boost gut health 

o Sanitising water lines for example with Hydrocare 

 General strict biosecurity; do not walk from pen to pen wearing the same wellies, have foot 

dips present for each area etc.   
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