
Common Illnesses for Ostriches & Emu

Emus and ostriches are relatively hardy birds, but like any animal, they can suffer from 

various health issues. It’s important to monitor them closely and address any signs of illness 

early. Below are some common illnesses and health problems for both emus and ostriches:

Respiratory Issues

Both emus and ostriches are susceptible to respiratory problems, especially in poor 

environmental conditions such as overcrowded pens or inadequate ventilation.

Symptoms:
Nasal discharge
Coughing or wheezing
Labored breathing
Loss of appetite

Causes:
Poor air quality (dusty, damp, or unventilated areas)
Viral or bacterial infections like avian influenza, Newcastle disease, or mycoplasma 
infections.
Temperature fluctuations or stress.

Treatment:
Provide a clean, dry, and well-ventilated shelter.
Isolate affected birds to prevent the spread of infection.
Consult a veterinarian for antibiotics or antiviral treatments if needed.

Parasites

Parasites, both external and internal, are common in emus and ostriches. These include 

worms, lice, mites, and ticks.

External Parasites:
Lice: These small insects can cause skin irritation, feather loss, and general 
discomfort.
Mites and Ticks: Can lead to itching, feather loss, and in severe cases, anemia.

Internal Parasites:
Worms (Roundworms, Tapeworms): Affects their digestive system, leading to weight 
loss, diarrhea, or lethargy.

Symptoms:
Feather loss or skin irritation



Weight loss or poor body condition
Diarrhea
Lethargy

Treatment:
Regular deworming treatments as recommended by a veterinarian.
Topical treatments for external parasites, such as sprays or powders designed for 
poultry.
Maintain clean living conditions to prevent reinfection.

Foot Problems

Emus and ostriches are prone to foot injuries, infections, and other issues due to their large 

size and the fact that they spend a lot of time on their feet.

Symptoms:
Lameness or limping
Swelling or redness in the feet
Discharge or foul odor from the feet (indicating infection)

Common Conditions:
Bumblefoot (Pododermatitis): Infection or abscess on the foot caused by bacteria 
entering through cuts or abrasions.
Hock injuries: Particularly common in older birds or those housed in too-small 
spaces.

Treatment:
Keep the bird's living area clean and dry to reduce the risk of foot infections.
Treat minor cuts or wounds with antiseptic.
If an infection is present, seek veterinary treatment for antibiotics or other 
interventions.
Provide soft bedding to reduce pressure on the feet.

Nutritional Deficiencies

Emus and ostriches need a balanced diet to stay healthy. If their diet lacks specific nutrients, 

they can develop health issues.

Symptoms:
Poor feather condition
Weakness or lethargy
Abnormal growth or deformities
Bone abnormalities or lameness

Common Deficiencies:
Calcium Deficiency: Leads to weak bones, poor egg production (in females), or 
deformities in chicks.
Protein Deficiency: Poor feather growth, stunted growth, or decreased immune 
function.
Vitamin Deficiencies (especially Vitamin A or D): Can lead to poor vision, immune 
system dysfunction, or metabolic issues.



Treatment:
Ensure the birds are provided with a balanced diet of grains, fruits, vegetables, and 
access to grit or sand for digestion.
If deficiencies are suspected, consult a veterinarian to adjust the diet or supplement 
with specific vitamins and minerals.

Leg and Joint Problems

Due to their size and weight, emus and ostriches can be prone to joint and leg problems, 

particularly in captivity if they do not have sufficient space to exercise.

Symptoms:
Limping or difficulty walking
Swelling or heat in the joints
Lethargy or unwillingness to move

Causes:
Overweight or obesity, especially in birds that are confined in small spaces.
Injury from rough terrain or fighting with other birds.
Genetic predispositions to certain joint disorders.

Treatment:
Provide plenty of space for exercise and movement.
Ensure the birds maintain a healthy weight to reduce strain on their joints.
Consult a veterinarian for anti-inflammatory medication or joint supplements if 
needed.

Gastrointestinal Disorders

Emus and ostriches can suffer from digestive issues, including colic, diarrhea, or impaction.

Symptoms:
Diarrhea or constipation
Distended abdomen or discomfort
Lethargy or lack of appetite

Causes:
Poor-quality feed, sudden changes in diet, or overeating.
Lack of clean drinking water.
Internal parasites or infections.
Consumption of inappropriate food (such as moldy feed or toxic plants).

Treatment:
Ensure access to fresh, clean water at all times.
Gradually introduce changes in diet to avoid gastrointestinal upset.
Consult a veterinarian for medication to treat infections or parasites.
Monitor for signs of dehydration and provide electrolytes if necessary.

Egg-Laying Problems (For Female Ostriches)

Ostriches can experience egg-laying issues, especially when housed in poor conditions or 

under stress.



Symptoms:
Difficulty laying eggs (egg-bound)
Poor egg production or malformed eggs
Abnormal nesting behavior

Causes:
Poor diet (calcium deficiency or low-quality feed)
Stress due to overcrowding or improper environmental conditions
Obesity or age-related issues

Treatment:
Ensure proper nutrition, including calcium and vitamin D for healthy egg production.
Provide a suitable, quiet, and clean environment for nesting.
If a female is egg-bound, consult a veterinarian for assistance with removing the egg 
or treatment.

Heat Stress and Heat Stroke

Emus and ostriches, especially in hot climates, can suffer from heat stress or heat stroke.

Symptoms:
Heavy panting
Drooping wings or body posture
Lethargy, unresponsiveness
Excessive drooling or mucus discharge

Causes:
Overexposure to high temperatures or humidity.
Inadequate access to water and shade.
Lack of proper ventilation in their housing.

Treatment:
Provide plenty of shade and access to fresh water.
Make sure their shelter is well-ventilated and provides respite from extreme 
temperatures.
If a bird shows signs of heatstroke, immediately move them to a cooler area and offer 
water, then seek veterinary attention.

Infection or Wounds

Infections from cuts, abrasions, or bites can cause serious health problems if not treated 

promptly.

Symptoms:
Redness, swelling, or pus at the site of injury
Lameness or inability to walk properly
Fever or lethargy

Treatment:
Clean and disinfect wounds with an antiseptic solution.
Apply antibiotic ointments as recommended by a vet.



If the wound is large or not healing, seek veterinary care for further treatment, 
including possible sutures or antibiotics.

Regular monitoring and proactive care are crucial to maintaining the health and well-being of 

emus and ostriches. Routine health checks, proper nutrition, and a safe environment are key 

to preventing many of the above-mentioned illnesses. If any of the symptoms listed appear, 

it’s essential to consult with a qualified veterinarian familiar with large birds, particularly 

exotic species, to provide the appropriate treatment.


