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DESCRIPTION
The poultry industry is a important segment of global 
agriculture, contributing significantly to food security, income 
generation and employment. Poultry viruses, however, are a 
persistent threat to this industry, affecting both the health of the 
birds and the profitability of the business. These viruses can lead 
to outbreaks with high mortality rates, reduced productivity and 
substantial economic losses. In this article, we analyses the types, 
impact, transmission and control of poultry viruses.

Overview of poultry viruses

Poultry viruses are infectious agents that primarily infect birds 
such as chickens, ducks, turkeys and quails. Some of the most 
significant viruses affecting poultry include.

Avian Influenza Virus (AIV): A highly contagious virus 
affecting the respiratory, digestive and nervous systems of 
poultry, with strains classified as either Low Pathogenic (LPAI) or 
Highly Pathogenic (HPAI). HPAI strains like H5N1 can 
cause high mortality in birds and in rare cases, infect humans.

Newcastle Disease Virus (NDV): One of the most devastating 
poultry viruses worldwide, NDV affects the respiratory, digestive 
and nervous systems. Its severity ranges from mild to highly 
lethal, depending on the strain.

Infectious Bursal Disease Virus (IBDV): Also known as 
Gumboro disease, this virus targets the immune system of 
chickens, primarily affecting young birds and causing 
immunosuppression, which makes them vulnerable to secondary 
infections.

Marek's Disease Virus (MDV): A herpesvirus that causes tumors 
and immunosuppression in chickens. It is highly contagious and 
can remain latent, making it challenging to control.

Infectious Bronchitis Virus (IBV): A highly contagious virus 
that affects the respiratory system, kidneys and reproductive 
system, leading to reduced egg production and poor egg quality.

Each of these viruses has unique characteristics, modes of 
transmission and impacts on the poultry population, requiring 
special management and control approaches.

Transmission of poultry viruses

Understanding how poultry viruses spread is important for their 
prevention and control.

Direct contact: Birds can transmit viruses directly through close 
contact. For example, sick or asymptomatic carrier birds can 
shed viruses in their droppings, saliva, or respiratory secretions, 
which can then infect healthy birds.

Indirect contact: Indirect transmission occurs when viruses 
spread via contaminated equipment, feed, water, clothing, or 
footwear. Poor sanitation practices in poultry farms can facilitate 
the indirect spread of viruses.

Airborne transmission: Some viruses, such as NDV and IBV, 
can spread through airborne droplets from coughing or sneezing, 
infecting birds even at a distance.

Vertical transmission: Certain viruses, like MDV and IBDV, can 
be transmitted from parent birds to offspring through the egg, 
which is particularly concerning in breeding operations.

Wild birds and other animals: Migratory birds can carry viruses, 
such as avian influenza, over long distances, introducing them 
into poultry farms. Rodents, flies and other animals may also act 
as mechanical carriers of viruses.

Impact of poultry viruses

Highly pathogenic viruses like HPAI and NDV can cause massive 
die-offs within poultry flocks, resulting in catastrophic losses for 
farmers. For instance, HPAI outbreaks have been known to wipe 
out entire flocks in a matter of days.

Viral infections lead to decreased productivity in terms of egg 
production, growth rate and feed conversion efficiency. 
Infectious bronchitis virus, for example, can reduce egg 
production by up to 50% in laying hens.
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Many viruses, particularly those causing immunosuppression 
like IBDV and MDV, weaken the immune system, leaving birds 
vulnerable to other bacterial, fungal, or viral infections. This can 
lead to increased veterinary costs and reduced productivity.

The economic impact of poultry viruses extends beyond the 
farm level. Outbreaks can lead to trade restrictions, reduced 
demand for poultry products and increased costs for control 
measures, such as vaccination and enhanced biosecurity.

Some poultry viruses, particularly certain strains of avian 
influenza, pose a zoonotic risk, meaning they can infect 
humans. This raises public health concerns and prompts more 
stringent regulatory measures and surveillance efforts.

Control and prevention of poultry viruses

Limiting farm access to need personnel only and ensuring they 
follow strict hygiene practices, such as changing footwear, 
clothing and disinfecting hands.

spread. Waste management is also critical, as viruses can 
survive in litter and manure.

Preventing contact between wild birds and poultry, as well 
as controlling pests, reduces the risk of virus introduction.

Vaccines should be stored and administered according 
to manufacturer guidelines to ensure potency.

Vaccines are typically given at different stages of a bird’s 
life, depending on the virus and the risk level in the area.

Regularly monitoring antibody levels and health outcomes 
in vaccinated flocks can help assess the effectiveness of 
vaccination programs and detect any vaccine failures.

Routine testing of birds for common viral pathogens allows 
for early intervention and containment.

Providing balanced diets strengthens the immune 
system, making birds less susceptible to infections.

Minimizing stress from overcrowding, poor ventilation 
and inadequate lighting can improve birds’ resilience to 
infections.
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Regular cleaning and disinfection of poultry houses, 
equipment and vehicles used on the farm help prevent viral 
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