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ABSTRACT 

The epidemiological, clinical and 

anatomopathological aspects of an outbreak of 

endoparasitosis in free-range chickens caused by 

Raillietina spp. are described.In a subsistence farm, 

10 free-range chickens from a commercial farm 

were purchased. All birds began to manifest 

inappetence, hypodipsia, cachexia, reluctance to 

move, progressive lethargy, ventral decubitus and 

death. Three birds were sent for necropsy and 

presented cachectic body status, muscular atrophy 

and pale mucous membranes. In the small intestine 

there were numerous white cestoid helminths, 

segmented, with semiparallel walls, compatible 

with Raillietina spp. In histopathology, necrosis of 

the epithelial cells of the mucous tunic, 

lymphoplasmocytic inflammatory infiltrate 

permeating the mucosa and ectasia of the crypts 

were observed. Periodic assistance from a 

veterinarian is recommended, with the institution of 

a targeted or broad-spectrum deworming protocol. 

 

Keywords: Bird disease, Intestinal helminths, 

Cachexia.

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

According to the Brazilian Poultry Union, Brazil holds  the title of  the second largest producer 

of chicken meat in the world. As a result, several models of poultry production have been instituted, 

from subsistence farms to technified models. (Rodrigues et al., 2014). In subsistence farms, birds are 

usually raised outdoors and travel great distances in search of food, most of which are insects and 

seeds, which favors infections of the gastrointestinal tract by endoparasites (Rodrigues et al., 2014). 

The main endoparasites of the gastrointestinal tract of commercial birds are: in the phylum of 

nematodes, Ascaridia galii, Capillaria spp. and Heterakis spp.  (Silva et al., 2016; Costa et al., 1986; 

Gomes et al., 2009); in the trematode class, Ostharmostomum commutatum and Zygocotyle lunata 

(Silva et al., 2016; Costa et al., 1986);  and in the class of cestodes, Raillietina spp.,  Amoebotaenia 

cuneata, Choanotaenia infundibulum and Hymenolepis spp.  (Silva et al., 2016), with Raillietina spp. 

being the most prevalent cestode in birds (Adang et al., 2014).   
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Infections by these gastrointestinal endoparasites interfere with host metabolism, resulting in 

poor food utilization, reduced growth rate, and death in marked infections (Dawet et al. 2012). The 

objective of this work is to describe an outbreak of fatal endoparasitosis in free-range chickens caused 

by Raillietina spp. 

 

2 MATERIAL AND METHODS 

An outbreak of endoparasitosis in free-range chickens was reviewed at the Animal Pathology 

Laboratory (LPA) of the University Veterinary Hospital (HVU) of the Federal University of Campina 

Grande (UFCG). Epidemiological and clinical data were obtained from the owner and the veterinarian 

who accompanied the birds. The anatomopathological findings were obtained from the autopsy and 

histopathological exams, and the rescue of the photographic records.  

 

3 FINDINGS 

In a subsistence farm located in the municipality of Patos, Paraíba, 10 free-range chickens 

(Gallus gallus domesticus) were purchased from a commercial farm. After three months in the new 

environment, when they were already five months old, the birds presented inappetence, hypodipsia, 

weight loss, reluctance to move and progressive lethargy, being persistently in decubitus. Of the 10 

birds acquired, seven died and the remaining three became seriously ill and were referred for clinical 

examination at the UFCG HVU. In the clinical evaluation, they were extremely thin, with reluctance 

to move and decubitus. The animals died two days after entering the HVU and were necropsied.  

In the external evaluation of the cadavers, animals were found in a cachectic body state, with 

pale mucous membranes and ectoparasites (Dermanyssus gallinae) distributed among the feathers. At 

necropsy, diffuse muscle atrophy was observed, particularly appreciable in the pectoral musculature 

(Fig. 1A). At the opening of the small intestine, there were numerous cestode helminths, characterized 

by being white, segmented, with semiparallel walls and measuring from 3 cm to 10 cm in length, 

morphologically compatible with Raillietina spp (Fig. 1B).  

In the histopathological evaluation of the small intestine, necrosis of the mucosal epithelial 

cells was observed, particularly in the region of the apical surface of the villi (Fig. 1C) and sometimes 

associated with moderate villous atrophy; accentuated inflammatory infiltrate consisting of 

lymphocytes, plasma cells and rare macrophages permeating the mucosa (Fig 1.D); and discrete ectasia 

of the crypts, with occasional epithelial cells presenting pycnosis and intraluminal detachment. 
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Figure 1 - A) Animal in cachectic body state with diffuse muscular atrophy. B) Small intestine, jejunum. Numerous 

specimens of Raillietina spp. C) Photomicrograph of the small intestine are observed. Area of necrosis of the intestinal villi 

(asterisk). HE. Obj. 5x. D) Photomicrograph of the small intestine. Mononuclear inflammatory infiltrate permeating the 

mucous tunic. HE. Obj. 25x. 

 

 

4 DISCUSSION 

The diagnosis of endoparasitosis by Raillietina spp. was established based on epidemiological, 

clinical and anatomopathological findings. Tapeworms belonging to the genus Raillietina spp. are the 

most frequent cestode helminths in birds worldwide. Their intermediate hosts are ants and beetles, 

which are usually available in abundance in the environment (Adang et al., 2014), being particularly 

important in subsistence farms in which animals are kept outdoors.  

Raillietina echinobothrida is the most important species in terms of prevalence and 

pathogenicity. Tapeworms reside in the small intestine and usually cause decreased growth rates in 

chicken, weight loss in adult birds and decreased egg production in chickens (Lalchhandama, 2010). 

In conditions of marked infection, parasites actively consume ingested nutrients and can lead to death 
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(Adang et al., 2014; Lalchhandama, 2010), which justifies the marked muscular atrophy (due to 

malnutrition) and weakness observed in these birds.  

The anatomopathological findings are characteristic of parasitic enteritis, caused by numerous 

specimens  of Raillietina spp. Infection by a large number of parasites in the intestinal lumen 

determined the occurrence of an emaciant disease with a fatal outcome, which occurred in the form of 

an outbreak, and whose morbidity and lethality rates reached 100% of the rearing. 

The prevalence of parasitic infections in the digestive tract of birds in subsistence farms is 

around 100%, and some birds may harbor more than one type of parasite (Permin et al., 2002). It is 

believed that infections by a single type of parasite, such as the one observed in this study, are related 

to the order of onset of infection, as the first parasite to infect the host can dominate the microhabitat 

and establish itself in isolation (Adang et al., 2014). 

 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

For effective control of endoparasite infections in birds, periodic assistance from a veterinarian 

is recommended, with the institution of a targeted or broad-spectrum deworming protocol. 

Albendazole is an easily accessible, low-cost and known effective vermifuge against cestodes of the 

genus Raillietina spp. 
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