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POULTRY LEG HEALTH
Common non-infectious
leg issues
Risk factors
Prevention & mitigation
strategies

Leg problems are among the top health concerns of poultry
raised for meat. Leg problems influence poultry at all stages
of production, lead to reduced productivity and contribute
to mortality. Leg problems have many different causes and
contributing factors, including infectious causes, growth
rate and weight gain, diet, lighting program, light intensity,
stocking density (space available per animal), litter quality,
type of bedding and bird activity level and exercise.

A variety of leg health issues occur in commercial poultry. Some of the most common leg problems
include Footpad Dermatitis (FPD), long bone distortion, Tibial Dyschondroplasia (TD); all of these
conditions can lead to lameness, but lameness may have other causes as well.
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COMMON NON-INFECTIOUS LEG ISSUES
Footpad dermatitis- FPD is a combination of inflammation and lesions on the footpad. FPD can lead
to open wounds that can further lead to infections and can reduce the birds' ability to walk and reach
feed and water. See PEC newsletter vol. 9 for more information.
Long Bone Distortion - Long Bone Distortion is an overarching term that includes various conditions
such as bowed legs, knock knees, and twisted legs, among others. Long Bone Distortion typically
occurs at higher rates in males.
Tibial dyschondroplasia -TD is a skeletal abnormality associated with abnormal cartilage growth. TD
is typically associated with rapid weight gain in poultry and leads to mobility issues.
Lameness - Lameness or leg weakness influences the bird's ability to walk and may be associated
with pain. Birds that are unable to walk properly are less active, rest more and may develop other
conditions such as hock burn and breast blisters.
In addition to the aforementioned leg health issues, there are various infectious causes of leg
problems, such as bacterial chondronecrosis with osteomyelitis (BCO) and viral arthritis, but these
will not be discussed here.

RISK FACTORS
Humidity. Humidity can present problems in the rates of leg health issues
occurring. Higher humidity levels can result in more leg issues. It is important to
ensure that humidity levels in the housing areas are not too high. High humidity
can influence the quality of the bedding and litter that birds rest and walk on.
Bedding type. When selecting a bedding substrate, the most important quality is
how well it can absorb moisture and release moisture and ammonia quickly. The
moisture level of the litter should remain under 30%.
Space per bird. Crowding poultry can lead to higher risks of leg health issues and
increase the labor associated with maintaining good litter quality and good air
quality.
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PREVENTION AND MITIGATION STRATEGIES
There are a number of factors that are believed to help reduce the occurrence of leg issues in poultry.
Some things that can be adjusted in order to reduce the incidences of leg problems are lighting, diet,
and environmental factors.

Lighting
Poultry naturally have a circadian rhythm that controls their sleep-wake cycle. Like many other animals,
poultry are active during the light hours and adjust their behavior and activity levels to their
environment and photoperiod. Lighting can influence poultry leg health in several ways: not providing
poultry with a period of darkness within 24 hours can lead to higher risks of leg problems and reduced
walking ability. The suggested darkness period is 6-8 hours for best results (see PEC newsletter Vol. 10).
The intensity of light provided can possibly influence poultry leg health. Brighter light leads to higher
activity levels and more exercise, which could lead to improved leg health.

Diet
Ensuring that poultry receive appropriate and
adequate nutrients for their age, stage of
production and genetic strain is key to poultry
health. Rapid weight gain is one factor that
increases the risk of leg health issues of poultry.
Deficiencies of certain nutrients, vitamins and
minerals, such as vitamin D, calcium and
phosphorus lead to leg problems. For broiler
chickens, there is evidence to suggest that
feeding whole wheat in the diet can improve
walking ability.
For fast growing birds, restricting the amount of time that birds have food available can help reduce leg
health problems. There are various dietary supplements available that can possibly influence leg and
skeletal health and these supplements should be used in consultation with poultry nutrition experts.

Environmental factors
In addition to paying attention to litter type and factors that influence litter moisture, appropriate
environmental enrichment (see PEC newsletter vol. 5) can help to increase activity levels of poultry and
potentially reduce leg health problems (further research is needed to establish the link between leg
health and enrichment).
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In conclusion, management is key
Although rapid growth rates and selection of poultry for higher feed efficiency lead to higher risks
of leg health issues, there are many factors that influence the development of leg health issues in
poultry.
To ensure poultry health and welfare, it is important to check birds daily and monitor them for
signs of injury and changes in their walking ability. If you begin to see issues related to walking,
evaluate your management practices to see what changes (such as litter management, humane
culling and environmental changes) could be made to potentially alleviate the problem.
Attention to litter quality, air quality and nutrition can go a long way in ensuring that birds are
healthy.
Providing birds with an environment that meets their needs at all stages of production can help
ensure bird health and productivity.

Want to learn more about leg health? Check out these sources!
eXtension.org lameness in poultry article
Penn State University leg and foot disorders in fowl article
Mississippi State University poultry feeds and nutrition article
Virginia Cooperative Extension leg and foot disorders article
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