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Disease Fact Sheet Psittacosis 
 
What is psittacosis or chlamydiosis? 
Psittacosis is caused by a bacterium called Chlamydophila psittaci.  Psittacosis is also known 
as ornithosis or parrot fever, since it is usually transmitted to humans from pet or wild 
birds.  There are other strains of animal-associated chlamydia infections that can be 
transmitted to humans.  They are usually acquired from infected sheep and cats.  Also, 
animal strains of chlamydia should not be confused with the human-to-human strains 
(Chlamydophila trachomatis, a sexually transmitted disease, and Chlamydophila 
pneumoniae, another cause of pneumonia in people). 
 
According to the CDC, fewer than 50 human cases of the animal-associated chlamydia are 
reported in the United States each year.  Ohio had 2 cases reported to the Ohio Department 
of Health between 2000 and 2012. 
 
Who gets psittacosis? 
Most human cases have been associated with pet birds such as parakeets, cockatiels, 
parrots, canaries, and lovebirds.  Poultry such as chickens and turkeys have also spread 
psittacosis to humans.  Those most at risk are people who work with birds and animals in 
aviaries, veterinary clinics, farms, slaughterhouses, and pet stores.  Animal owners or those 
who frequent areas with a lot of bird activity may also contract the disease. 
 
How is psittacosis spread? 
Psittacosis is usually spread by inhaling dust from the feathers or dried droppings of infected 
birds.  The bacteria can also be found in nasal secretions from infected animals and 
reproductive fluids from aborted animals.  The organism can survive in dried feces and in 
the environment for a long time. 
 
How long after exposure before symptoms appears in humans? 
Symptoms generally appear within 1-4 weeks. 
 
What are the symptoms of psittacosis in humans? 
Humans usually experience a sudden onset of fever, chills, headache, and muscle pain 
similar to flu.  This is usually followed by a nonproductive cough with tightness in the chest.  
Some cases develop breathing difficulty and pneumonia.  Chlamydia in cats can cause 
conjunctivitis (inflammation of the eye).  Before effective treatments were available, a small 
percentage of people died from psittacosis.  Today, death is rarely associated with this 
disease. 
 
What are the symptoms of psittacosis in birds and other animals? 
Nonspecific signs of the disease include a lack of activity and appetite and ruffled feathers.  
Specific signs include discharge from the nose and eyes, and green to yellow droppings.  
Severe cases may result in death.  Some birds can appear healthy, yet they are still 
carrying the bacteria.  They may only get sick or shed the organism when they become 
stressed.  This makes the disease difficult to recognize in a group of birds. 
 
The chlamydia strain in sheep can cause abortion.  In cats, chlamydia causes eye and upper 
respiratory infections. 
 
How is psittacosis diagnosed? 
In humans, diagnosis can be made by blood tests that look for specific antibodies.  Because 
there are so many strains, frequently a panel must be run.  A second test several weeks 
later looking for a change in antibody titer may also be required. 
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In birds, diagnosis is usually made by testing fresh stool or blood, though other tests are 
available.  As with people, sometimes multiple tests over time are necessary to confirm the 
diagnoses. 
 
Does past infection with psittacosis make a person immune? 
Infection does not provide immunity to this disease, so it may be acquired again. 
 
Can psittacosis be treated? 
Antibiotics are available that can treat both humans and birds for psittacosis.  Commonly, 
tetracycline or doxycycline is used.  In birds, antibiotic treatment may be necessary for 30 
to 45 days to be sure the organism is eliminated. 
 
What precautions should I take if my bird has psittacosis? 

• Consult with an avian veterinarian on treatment and how to prevent spread of 
psittacosis to other birds. 

• When cleaning cages or handling infected birds, caretakers should wear protective 
clothing including gloves, a disposable surgical cap, and an appropriately fitted 
respirator with N-95 or higher rating. 

• Cage papers can be lightly misted with a disinfectant to dampen dry stool before 
removal.  This will decrease the amount that becomes airborne. 

• Stool and dirty cage papers placed in a plastic bag should be tied off and placed in 
another clean garbage bag before disposal. 

• Always wash your hands thoroughly with soap and water and remove protective 
clothing when leaving any contaminated area. 

• See your physician immediately if you or any others in contact with the infected bird 
signs of respiratory illness. 

 
For more information, please visit these websites: 

• CDC Psittacosis: www.cdc.gov/pneumonia/atypical/psittacosis 
• National Association of State Public Health Veterinarians Psittacosis and Chlamydiosis 

Compendium and Resources: www.nasphv.org/documentsCompendiaPsittacosis 
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