Chapter 4

CANKER -

Its prevention, control and treatment

Nature of the disease free flagellae

/

he disease canker is caused by a

protozoan Trichomoenas columbae.

This is a microscopic single-celled
organism. It lives within the digestive
tract of pigeons, in particular the throat
and crop, and can also involve associat-
ed areas such as the bile duct. The
organism is fragile in the environment,
only surviving for a few minutes once
outside the bird. This helps with con-
trol of the disease and means that the
birds cannot become infected from the
loft or immediate environment as hap-
pens with other diseases such as worms
and paratyphoid. The organism (tri-
chomonad) requires intimate contact
between birds to be spread and is usu-
ally transmitted by saliva or pigeon milk. Saliva contaminates food and water. As a pigeon drinks,
the organism swims away from its beak and, when another pigeon comes to drink, it not only drinks
the water but also the trichomonads there. When a pigeon sorts through grain, each dropped grain
contains a small amount of saliva. In this way, the disease can also be spread through a feed hop-
per. Adult birds ‘billing” can transmit the organism, as do parents when feeding their nestlings.
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Control of canker during the breeding season

Correct medication is vital during the breeding season so that the level of natural immunity in the
weaned youngster is as high as possible. Because the severity of the disease varies in different lofts,
there is no single blanket program that is best for all lofts. There is no drug that by itself will cure
canker in a loft. It is a matter of using medication correctly so that the birds can establish a strong
natural immunity to the disease. It is this natural immunity that, in the longer term, protects them
from the disease.

WHAT CAUSES CANKER TO APPEAR DURING THE BREEDING SEASON?

In health, every time the feeding stock bird feeds its youngsters, it passes on some of its own tri-
chomonads to them. This gives the youngsters a controlled gradual exposure to the organism, which
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in turn allows them to establish their own natural immunity. Clinical disease appears in the babies
when the stock birds shed too many trichomonads over a given period of time to their youngsters.
Increased rates of trichomonad shedding will occur if:

The stock birds are stressed for any reason - Anything that stresses the stock bird will lead
to an increased rate of trichomonad shedding and includes such things as a poorly designed
loft, poor management practices, incorrect feeding, and other concurrent diseases.

The stock birds’ natural immunity is not high - Stock birds are likely to shed higher num-
bers more readily when breeding if their own natural immunity to the strains present in the
loft is not as yet solid. This can occur if new stock birds carrying different trichomonad strains
have been introduced to the loft during the non-breeding time. All birds carry some immuni-
ty to the resident trichomonad strains in their loft. When birds from different lofts mix, they
exchange their trichomonad strains. Adult stock birds during the non-breeding season are not
stressed and so exposure to any new strains brought in by introduced birds is unlikely to lead
to disease. They are not moulting, not breeding, and have plenty to eat, and therefore no sign
of canker occurs. However, when paired, if their natural immunity to the new different strains
is not solid, the stress of [eeding will cause them to ‘break down’ and shed larger numbers of
trichomonads. In the same way, the introduced birds need to establish an immunity to their
new loft’s resident strains. This is why canker is more of a problem in lofts that are still estab-
lishing with birds coming from a variety of other lofts. As the years roll by, fewer new birds are
introduced and so the chance of new trichomonad strains getting into the loft decreases. The
birds” immunity to resident strains becomes solid and the effect of the disease is less marked.

Many fanciers are frustrated when canker appears in the stock loft. With excellent care in a good
loft, they wonder just how it is that the disease can come. Certainly they are on the right track with
this approach because in a good loft under good care it is less likely that the stock birds will shed
large numbers of trichomonads. However, some strains are so active that problems will arise no mat-
ter how well the birds are cared for.

How TO MANAGE AN OUTBREAK OF CANKER
DURING THE BREEDING SEASON

When canker does appear during breeding, its management is two-
fold. It is a matter of:

1 Treating the sick youngsters — In lofts with
a canker problem, all youngsters should be
checked daily. If a sick youngster is noticed, it
can be successfully treated, and such youngsters
can go on to become champions. Either Spartrix
or Flagyl tablets* can be used, however, Spartrix is more conven-
ient to medicate the nestlings. The dose of Spartrix is one tablet
per adult bird. Estimate how big the youngster is compared to
the adult and give it this proportion of the tablet once daily until
well. Usually, one to four doses are required. It is often good :
to also medicate both the nest mate and parents for 2 days. If Nestling with throat canker. The
the unwell youngster is slow to respond, it is usually best skin of the throat is visibly
eliminated. Individual pairs that breed youngsters with canker stretched over the canker lesion.
are best mated to different birds for subsequent rounds.

* For details of medications, refer to Medications Available at the end of this chapter.



t the same time, it is important to:

Decrease the number of fresh cases — This is done by checking the
number of trichomonads that the stock birds are shedding. This is
achieved by giving 2 days Turbosole* periodically. The exact fre-
quency depends on the incidence of canker but usually every
1 — 3 weeks is appropriate. One needs to give sufficient 2-
day courses to limit the number of new youngsters with
the disease, but at the same time to avoid overuse of
the drug so that the developing youngster is still
getting an on-going exposure to the organism. It
is a matter of working between these two
extremes.

A 3Va-week-old youngster with a canker
nodule in its throat, showing throat distention
and generally unwell appearance. The
generally good condition of the bird’s
feathering indicates how quickly some of
these infections can develop.

The important thing to always remember with canker during the breeding season is that the dis-
sase can never be controlled through medication alone. It is the development of a strong natural
mmunity that protects the birds in the longer term. It is important that medication is used to keep
e birds well but used in such a way as to not interfere with the development of this immunity.

Severe generalized canker such as this is more common in young birds, which have not had a chance to develop a natural
mmunity to the disease.

= For details of medications, refer to Medications Available at the end of this chapter.




PREVENTIVE PROGRAMS FOR THE BREEDING SEASON
In the stock loft that had canker last season

Treat all stock birds for 5 -7 days before pairing and then for 2 days every 1 - 3 weeks once paired.
Frequency of treatment depends on the severity of the problem and the control achieved. Try and
coincide these 2-day treatment periods with the time of hatching when trichomonad shedding is
highest. If canker is still a problem in certain pairs, try to only medicate these pairs. This can be
achieved by breeding from them in individual runs and only medicating their water with Turbosole
for 2 days as required or alternatively leaving them in the loft and just treating them with Spartrix
or Flagyl tablets for 2 days when needed. Splitting the pair and remating each to other birds for the
next round may help.

Stock birds can be crop flushed before pairing to identify those birds carrying large numbers of
trichomonads. These birds are not only more likely to shed large numbers of trichomonads more
readily once paired but also to pass on their genetic susceptibility to canker. In the longer term, it is
best if these birds, when identified, are eliminated. The problem is that they may, in fact, be the win-
ners and here lies the challenge for the fancier — to breed birds less susceptible to the disease that
are also winners.

In the stock loft that had no canker last season

No treatment is required. If there was no problem with canker in last year’s nestlings, then it is best
not to medicate for canker. Any medication will stop the paired bird shedding trichomonads and
therefore interrupt the on-going exposure of the growing youngster to the organism. This leads to
a lower natural immunity and may in fact create a vulnerability to the disease in the postweaning
period.

In the stock loft that had no canker last season but to which new stock birds have been
introduced

As discussed earlier, all birds carry in their systems the resident trichomonad strains of the loft and
usually have a strong natural immunity to them. A newly introduced stock bird brings these strains
with it. These strains may not have been encountered by your own birds and the new birds may not
have encountered yours. Both lots of birds in time must, through exposure, become immune to the
other strains. If introduced in the non-breeding time, when the stock birds are not under any stress,
i.e. not moulting and in a good loft with plenty to eat, no clinical disease will be seen. However, with
the stress of breeding, any immunity already developed will be put to the test. If immunity is not
solid at the time of breeding, excessive trichomonads will be shed and the youngsters may develop
canker. For this reason, new birds, especially il introduced immediately before pairing, should ide-
ally be mated in individual runs and the youngsters monitored. It voungsters in the main loft begin
appearing with canker, the loft should be managed as discussed under the section How to Manage
an Outbreak of Canker During the Breeding Season.

Control at weaning

In lofts with a canker problem, all youngsters can be treated with Turbosole for 2 — 3 days at wean-
ing, to avoid any check in their development through this stressful time. In the longer term,
however, the important thing during this time is that only youngsters with the disease should be
treated so as not to interfere with the developing natural immunity of the flock as a whole. Affected
birds should be separated and treated with either one-quarter of a Flagyl tablet (200 mg) or one
whole Spartrix tablet once daily until well. This usually takes 1 - 3 days. Alternatively, the unwell
youngsters® water can be medicated with Turbosole (1/2 teaspoon to 1 litre of water). It is impor-
tant, however, to ensure that any unwell youngster is still able to drink. Turbosole can also be mixed
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Resolving canker
lesion in an older
youngster with
some natural
immunity.

Canker nodule
extending into the
soft tissues of the
throat.

mnto a paste and the youngster’s throat painted with this using a cotton bud. The group of young-
sters, as a whole, should only be treated if more than 10% of youngsters are showing signs, usually
with Turbosole for 2 — 3 days. However, in this situation it is best to seek veterinary advice.

Control during the race season

I canker was a problem during the breeding season, this tells us that the birds have the potential to
have trichomonad flare-ups in response to stress and that canker is likely to be a problem during
racing. However, through good management and the correct use of medication, it is hoped that most
birds have developed a reasonably strong natural immunity by the start of the race season. The

























