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Coccidiosis and clostridiosis

BACKGROUND

Coccidiosis and clostridiosis are intestinal diseases that
commonly affect broiler chickens worldwide. Both diseases
are major causes of economic losses and reduced welfare. To
prevent these diseases a combined coccidiosis and clostrid-
iosis surveillance programme was initiated in 1998 by the
Swedish Board of Agriculture.

DISEASE

Coccidiosis is caused by microscopic parasites (genus Eime-
ria) that invade the intestinal epithelium. Eimeria spp. are
ubiquitous, resilient and host specific parasites that are easily
transmitted between birds by the faecal-oral route, especially
when birds are kept on litter at a high stocking density. The
severity of the intestinal lesions is influenced by parasite and
host factors, such as parasite species, infectious dose, host
age and level of immunity. Generally, young broiler chick-
ens are highly susceptible.

Clostridiosis is a multifactorial disease and the patho-
genesis is not well understood. The disease is associated
with proliferation of the bacterium Clostridium perfringens
type A, which together with management factors and loss
of mucosal integrity cause lesions in the intestines (necrotic
enteritis: NE) and liver (cholangiohepatitis).

Clinical signs of coccidiosis and clostridiosis range from
clinical disease with significantly increased mortality rates
to mild or subclinical forms, which are associated with re-
duced weight gain and impaired feed conversion. Clostrid-
iosis is also a cause of condemnation at slaughter due to
liver lesions. Both diseases may be prevented by in-feed
ionophorous anticoccidials.

LEGISLATION

The health control programme for coccidiosis and clostridio-
sis in broilers is regulated in the Swedish legislation (SJVES
2015:17, K152) and is administered by the Swedish Poul-
try Meat Association. These regulations apply to producers
who breed more than 500 broilers annually.

SURVEILLANCE

The purpose of the surveillance is to document that the an-
ticoccidials efficiently protect broilers from disease. The
long-term goal is to replace anticoccidials by other preven-
tive measures such as vaccines.

Intestinal lesion scoring

Field control of anticoccidial efficacy is performed by a le-
sion scoring method in broiler chickens from 20 randomly
selected farms originating from regions served by different
feed mills. The flock selection is performed by the Swedish
Poultry Meat Association. From each selected farm, intesti-
nal lesion scoring (scale 0—4) is conducted on 5 birds on two
occasions during the year when the birds are between 22-24

days of age. If the mean total lesion score of an individual
flock exceeds a certain level (2.5), an on-farm disease inves-
tigation is supposed to be carried out.

On-farm investigation of disease outbreaks in flocks
In flocks with lesion scores exceeding 2.5 and in flocks with
acute outbreaks of suspected coccidiosis/clostridiosis an on-
farm disease investigation may be carried out. Housing en-
vironment, hygiene and disease monitoring routines, feed
composition (including analysis of concentration of anticoc-
cidials) and mortality rate is assessed by the farm veterinar-
ian in collaboration with the herd owner, the feed mill com-
pany and the control section of the Swedish Poultry Meat
Association.

Histological examination of tissue lesions

Samples of tissues with representative pathological lesions
collected during on-farm investigations are submitted for
histological evaluation to the National Veterinary Institute
(SVA). In addition, liver samples from herds with a high
(>2%) presence of liver lesions registered at the abattoir are
occasionally also sent to SVA for histological evaluation.

RESULTS

In 2019, 37 broiler flocks were investigated for lesion scor-
ing, and a mean total lesion score (MTLS) of 0.34 was
registered. In none of the flocks the lesion score exceeded
2.5, indicating low clinical disease occurrence and sufficient
efficiency of anticoccidials in the examined flocks.

Sixteen samples of condemned livers from abattoirs belong-
ing to 5 different broiler flocks and 59 samples of different
tissues (livers, intestines, bursa fabricii, spleen, heart) from 9
different broilers flocks experiencing acute outbreaks of sus-
pected coccidiosis/clostridiosis were submitted to SVA for
histological evaluation. Indications of coccidiosis/clostrid-
iosis (i.e. cholangiohepatitis, coccidiosis and/ or necrotic
enteritis) were recognised in 11 of these 14 cases.

DISCUSSION
Approximately 103 million broilers were slaughtered in
Sweden in 2019.

In conclusion, histological sampling and flock investi-
gations were relatively few but recognised some farms with
coccidiosis and/or clostridiosis/NE, and on these farms no
convincing indications of long-term trends toward reduced
anticoccidial efficacy were observed. Detailed information
on the field situation regarding coccidiosis and NE is how-
ever not available.
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