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 Avian trichomonosis is a worldwide parasitic di-

sease caused by the flagellate protozoan Trichomonas 

gallinae (order Trichomonadida). Parasites inhabit 

mainly the anterior digestive tract of the birds leading 

to serious losses and high mortality especially in 

young birds. Columbiformes (pigeons and doves) are 

known as the main host of T. gallinae, particularly the 

domestic pigeon, Columba livia, which is considered to 

be responsible for the worldwide spread of the pa-

rasite. T. gallinae can be transmitted horizontally at 

shared food and water sources, but in Columbidae also 

vertically, through pigeon crop milk which is fed to 

their young nestlings. 

 Here we present an outbreak of trichomonosis in 

domestic racing pigeons. In total, 25 birds, including 

15 adults and 10 juvenile pigeons, were examined for 

trichomonosis at the Parasitology Clinic of Faculty of 

Veterinary Medicine in Bucharest. The pigeons were 

weak, with a history of apathy, anorexia, polydipsia, 

and greenish diarrhea. T. gallinae was microscopically 

diagnosed, using wet oropharyngeal swabs, in 84.0% 

(21/25) of the sampled birds. A severe clinical evolu-

tion and high mortality in juveniles was registered 

(6/10). The main lesions, observed by gross exa-

mination at necropsy, consisted of caseous ulcerative 

yellow lesions to the upper gastrointestinal tract. The 

outcome and treatment regimes are discussed. 

 The findings emphasize that early diagnosis of tri-

chomonosis could be critical for a successful treat-

ment.
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 Trichomonoza aviară, boală parazitară produsă de 

protozoarul flagelat Trichomonas gallinae (ordin Tri-

chomonadida), prezintă o largă răspândire la columbi-

forme şi galinacee. Parazitul se localizează în principal 

în partea anterioară a tractului digestiv al păsărilor, 

determinând pierderi importante şi mortalitate cres-

cută în special la tineret. Columbiformele (porumbei) 

sunt cunoscute ca fiind principala gazdă a parazitului, 

în special porumbelul domestic, Columba livia, care 

este considerat responsabil pentru diseminarea lui T. 

gallinae. Parazitul se poate transmite atât pe cale ori-

zontală, la sursele comune de apă şi hrană, iar la Co-

lumbidae şi vertical, de la părinţi la pui, prin inter-

mediul secretiei ingluviale („lapte de porumbel”) cu 

care sunt hrăniţi puii. 

 În această lucrare este prezentat un studiu clinic 

privind trichomonoza la porumbei domestici, dintr-o 

crescătorie de porumbei voiajori. 

 Studiul a fost realizat pe un lot de 25 de porumbei 

(15 adulţi şi 10 pui) dintr-un efectiv în care boala 

evolua clinic. Principalele semne clinice constatate au 

fost: slăbire, apatie, anorexie, polidipsie, diaree ver-

zuie şi exsudat sau depozite cazeoase în cavitatea bu-

cală. La examenul microscopic al preparatelor efectu-

ate din secreţiile bucale au fost identificate protozoare 

flagelate mobile cu morfologie caracteristică pentru T. 

gallinae, la 84.0% (21/25) dintre păsările examinate. 

Boala a înregistrat o evoluţie clinică severă şi cu mor-

talitate crescută la puii de porumbei (6/10). La exa-

menul necropsic s-au observat leziuni caracteristice, 

respectiv depozite cazeoase la nivelul tractului diges-

tiv anterior (cavitate bucală, faringe, esofag, inglu-

vium). Consecutiv diagnosticului, a fost efectuat trata-

ment specific, aplicat la întregul efectiv de porumbei.

 Rezultatele studiului evidenţiază importanţa diag-

nosticului precoce al trichomonozei la porumbei şi in-

stituirea unui protocol terapeutic specific, aplicat la 

debutul bolii, care pot influenţa major controlul bolii.
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Avian trichomonosis is a worldwide parasitic di-

sease caused by Trichomonas gallinae. Parasites in-

habit mainly in the anterior digestive tract of the birds 

leading to serious losses and high mortality especially 

in young birds (14). The disease is reported from se-

veral continents; it is considered a major disease of 

numerous bird species, especially columbiformes. In 

pigeons, trichomonosis is also called “canker” (22).

T. gallinae is a flagellated protozoan, belonging to 

the order Trichomonadida. Morphologically, the body 

is elongate, ellipsoidal or pyriform, of 5–15 x 2-9 µm, 

with four anterior flagella that arise form the blefaro-

plast (22; 13). Parasites have as predilection site the 

upper gastrointestinal tract (pharynx, oesophagus, 

crop, proventriculus) of a wide variety of birds. They 

can produce the granulomatous lesions: the caseous 

nodules, circumscribed or may coalesce to form thick, 

caseous, necrotic masses that may occlude the oeso-

phagic lumen, and, as a result of severe starvation, 

can lead to the death of birds (16). 

T. gallinae is well-documented as a protozoal pa-

rasite of free-ranging Columbiformes, raptors, and do-

mestic poultry (2; 6; 18). Nevertheless, columbi-

formes (pigeons and doves) are the primary host, but 

the parasite has been found in birds of prey (e.g. 

falconiformes) that feed on pigeons. 

T. gallinae is extremely common in the domestic 

pigeon Columba livia, which is considered to be res-

ponsible for the worldwide spread of the parasite (8; 

11). Beside of this, other avian species within the Co-

lumbidae are important hosts as well, like doves (e.g. 

Streptopelia decaocto) and feral or wood pigeons (e.g. 

Columba palumbus) (23).

Birds of prey (diurnal and nocturnal) like hawks, 

eagles, and falcons are also frequently infected with T. 

collumbae, especially the bird species that usually 

feed on doves and pigeons or even bird carcasses (7; 

11). They may develop trichomonosis; the disease is 

also called “frounce” in these birds (12). 

In this respect, a severe trichomonosis - induced 

mortality was reported in owls (24) and recently, out-

breaks of trichomonosis have been reported in wild 

finches in Great Britain (17).

The parasite can be transmitted horizontally, at 

shared water and food sources, but in Columbidae, 

trichiomonosis can be also transmitted vertically 

through “pigeon crop milk” which is fed to the squabs 

(young nestlings) (2; 23). Raptors are exposed to T. 

gallinae infection by ingestion of infected prey (3; 11).

Trichomonosis varies from a mild condition, often 

subclinical infections, to serious inflammation of the 

upper digestive tract and a rapidly fatal condition with 

death at 4-18 days after infection (22). In mild cases, 

the lesions present on the oral mucosa are whitish to 

yellowish, small, superficial, and well-defined. In se-

vere cases, lesions grow in size and may remain cir-

cumscribed and separate, or can be invasive, with ca-

seous exudate which may coalesce to form thick, ca-

seous, necrotic masses in the oropharyngeal cavity, 

sinuses, esophagus; these can occlude or block the 

passage of food, air, causing starvation, suffocation, or 

the disease progress to lethal systemic infections (3; 

21). 

It is well known that there are strain differences in 

virulence, and some can cause systemic disease with 

migration to parenquimatous organs (the liver) and 

generate necrotic foci in parenquimatous organs (14) 

with a potential fatal outcome (8; 10; 21). The lesions 

in the liver, lungs and other organs are solid, yellowish, 

caseous nodules up to 1 cm or more in diameter (22).

Here we describe a naturally outbreak of clinical 

trichomonosis in a small non-commercial racing pi-

geon farm in Southern Romania.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The study was performed in a small non-commer-

cial racing pigeon farm in Southern Romania. On May 

2014, the support of the laboratory of Parasitology of 

the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine of Bucharest was 

sought by a pigeon fancier for parasitological exami-

nation of a batch of pigeons. The birds were raised as a 

hobby in a farm comprising about 200 racing pigeons. 

A total number of 25 pigeons (15 adults and 10 juve-

niles), with a history of anorexia, polydypsia and fai-

lure to gain weight were isolated and subjected for cli-

nical examination.

Fresh wet swabs were collected from the oral ca-

vity and ingluvium of pigeons and microscopically exa-

mined. Additionally, pooled fecal samples were collec-

ted and subjected for parasitological examination u-

sing flotation methods.

 

RESULTS

At the clinical examination of the pigeons, weak-

ness, apathy, and greenish diarrhea were registered 

(Fig. 1). Of birds, 12 (five adults and seven juveniles) 

presented caseous exudates, or cheesy yellowish 

lesions in the oro-pharyngeal cavity. All these pigeons 

had low body weight, listlessness, and tendency to fall 

over when forced to move. 



Rev Rom Med Vet (2016) 26 | 4                                                                                                                                                                             15

The microscopical examination of the fresh wet 

swabs collected from the oral cavity and ingluvium of 

the affected pigeons revealed characteristic motile fla-

gellated protozoa (trichomonads) identified as Tricho-

monas gallinae (Fig. 2). 

Overall, T. gallinae infection was diagnosed in 

84.00 % (21/25) of the sampled birds. 

Of them, 11 were adults (11/15; 73.33%) and 10 

were juveniles (10/10; 100.0%). 

The fecal examination revealed concurrent infec-

tions with Eimeria spp. (Fig. 3).

Fig. 1. Pigeon at the clinical examination 

showing weakness, apathy, and greenish diarrhea

Fig. 2. Trichomonas gallinae trophozoyte in fresh 

wet oral swabs from a domestic pigeon (x40)    

TREATMENT, OUTCOME, AND FOLLOW-UP: 

The drug of choice for the treatment of trichomo-

nosis was a nitro-imidazole compound, carnidazole 
®(Spartrix ), at the dose rate of 10 mg/adult and 5 mg/ 

squabs.The treatment was administered to all pigeons 

from the farm, as the pigeons share the same space. 

Additionally,  a sulphonamide – sulphaquinoxaline 

Fig. 3. Eimeria spp. oocysts identified in fecal samples 

collected from domestic pigeon: A:x10; B:x20

Fig 4. Primary gross pathologic changes 

in the upper gastrointestinal tract of a domestic pigeon 

(Columba livia) diagnosed with trichomonosis: 

caseous / diphteritic membranes

®(CoccistopS ) had been given in the drink water, for 

two periods of 5 days, with an interval of 3 days 

between the treatments, as manufacturer recommen-

ded. All the adults had a good response to the treat-

ment, while of the juveniles, six died within 72 hours, 
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despite of the treatment administered. 

The dead pigeons were subjected to the necropsy. 

The main lesions, observed by gross examination, 

consisted of caseous ulcerative yellow lesions to the 

upper gastrointestinal tract consisting with the diag-

nostic of trichomonosis (Fig. 4). 

DISCUSSIONS

This study documented a naturally occurred out-

break of trichomonosis in racing pigeons in Romania, 

with sever evolution and increased mortality in juve-

niles. T. gallinae infection was associated with caseous 

lesions of the mouth, esophagus, and crop; the morta-

lity rate for the outbreak was registered as 24%. 

The occurrence of avian trichomonosis amongs 

pigeon nestlings has been reported throughout the 

year; however, marked seasonal fluctuations were 

also recorded (reviewed in (1)), but no clear seasonal 

link could be established (9). Variations in the season, 

age, or bird species could explain the great variation in 

the prevalence of the parasite in columbiformes 

between, and even within countries (20). Although 

outbreaks can occur at any time of the year, most 

authors agree that spring and summer are ideal for 

transmission, since they coincide with the highest re-

production rate of pigeons (9). The outbreak presen-

ted here occurred in late spring and with a more severe 

form in juveniles than in adults, being in line with these 

reports.

Nevertheless, great variations could be observed 

between studies focusing on the prevalence depen-

ding on different parameters, such as season, age or 

bird species that were applied in the surveys. The 

prevalence of T. gallinae in pigeons vary greatly, such 

as from 5.6% in mourning doves (Zenaida macroura) 

(cited in (20)) to 95% in white-winged doves (Zenaida 

asiatica) in the USA (4). A prevalence of 37.32% was 

found by Borji et al., (2011) very similar to the values 

reported in Spain (19; 23), but lower than those repor-

ted in other regions of Iran (5; 15). 

T. galllinae is extremely common in domestic pi-

geons and often causes serious losses. There is well 

recognized that in pigeons, trichomonosis is essentia-

lly a disease of young birds; 80-90% of the adults are 

infected but show no signs of disease (13; 22). Pre-

vious infection leads to a varying degree of immunity, 

and adult pigeons, that have survived infection as 

squabs, are symptomless carriers. Also, infection with 

a relatively harmless strain produces immunity a-

gainst virulent strains (22). 

Therefore, control of trichomonosis in pigeons de-

pends mainly on the elimination of the infection from 

the adult birds by drug therapy. Moreover, early detec-

tion of trichomonosis could be critical for the successful 

treatment because, as it was here registered; once ju-

veniles showed severe clinical signs, six of them died 

within 72 hours, despite of the treatment administered. 

However, for those who survived, it appeared that T. 

gallinae infections were reliably cleared at 7 days post 

treatment. 

CONCLUSIONS

This case documented a naturally occurred out-

break of trichomonosis in racing pigeons, with a sever 

clinic evolution and mortality in juveniles. The findings 

emphasize that early diagnosis of trichomonosis could 

be critical for a successful treatment.
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