
SICK CHICKS 
7 Common Illnesses You May Encounter 

By Rebecca Sanderson

Be aware of these diseases so that you can recognize them quickly. Most are also preventable, if you follow good practices 
when caring for baby chicks. 

1. ASPERGILLOSIS (BROODER PNEUMONIA)
Caused when fungal spores spread in warm, moist, dirty en-

vironments such as incubators or brooders. Symptoms include 
open-mouthed breathing, gasping, and nasal discharge. Nervous 
system symptoms include tremors, inability to balance, and head 
twisting. Symptoms may look similar to Marek’s disease. Typically 
diagnosed by microscopic evaluation of the fungus taken from the 
internal respiratory system. The spores can infect humans, as well.

Prevention: Keep everything clean and remove wet litter. 
Treatment: Nystatin and Amphotericin B, but they are expensive 

and may not save the chicks. 

2. COCCIDIOSIS
Caused by a parasite that hatches and burrows into the chick’s 

intestinal wall. Symptoms include orange to red color in droppings, 
which may also be frothy and contain mucous. Chicks may become 
withdrawn, droopy, and eat less. 

Prevention: Change bedding often and keep brooders dry. Med-
icated chick starter protects chicks during highest susceptibility.

Treatment: Coccidistats. Work with your vet on treatment and 
doses.

3. INFECTIOUS BRONCHITIS (COLD)
Comes from a type of coronavirus. Symptoms include nasal 

discharge, coughing, difficulty breathing, depression, and hud-
dling together. If one chicken is infected, soon the whole flock will 
likely be infected. Chicks under six weeks of age have the highest 
mortality rate. 

Prevention: Vaccines help prevent infectious bronchitis, but the 
prevalence of subtypes and mutations makes it difficult to com-
pletely prevent. 

Treatment: Keep warm, clean, and comfortable, with good food 
and water. Sick chicks are susceptible to secondary infections. 

4. MAREK’S DISEASE
This viral disease is almost always fatal. Marek’s has a two-week 

latency period while still contagious before the chick becomes vis-
ibly ill. In chicks, it typically manifests by weight loss even with 

good diet, and death within eight weeks. Symptoms in older chickens 
include cloudy eyes, leg paralysis, and tumors.

Prevention: Most hatchery chicks are vaccinated within 24 hours 
after hatching or while still in the egg.

Treatment: None. Keep chicks comfortable to increase chances 
of survival.

5. OMPHALITIS (MUSHY CHICK DISEASE)
Caused by an infection of the navel soon after hatching or by 

improper egg washing pushing bacteria into the shell. Chicks may 
die in the shell. Symptoms include an unhealed, swollen, or leaky 
navel. The abdomen may be distended. Chicks will be lethargic, 
huddling near the heat source.  

Prevention: Cleanliness; not incubating dirty eggs. Applying a 
little iodine to any unhealed navels. Do not pick at navels/cords, 
mistaking them for pasty butt. 

Treatment: Supportive care, keeping chicks comfortable.

6. SALMONELLA
Symptoms may include diarrhea, fatigue, loss of appetite, shriv-

eled/purple comb and wattles, all leading to death. Conclusive di-
agnosis is post-mortem identification of bacteria. Some salmonella 
strains must be reported to health authorities. Can survive on dander 
for five years. Transmits via infected droppings of other chickens 
or rodents, or contaminated equipment. Hens can transmit directly 
into eggs. 

Prevention: Only purchase from clean, tested flocks. 
Treatment: While antibiotics may effectively treat a sick chicken, 

salmonella can still be latent and infect other chickens.

7. ROT GUT
This bacterial infection typically spreads through overcrowding. 

Symptoms include rotten-smelling diarrhea and listlessness in 
affected chicks.

Prevention: Proper cleaning; avoid overcrowding.
Treatment: Antibiotics administered in water.


