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HEALTH UPDATE #215             DECEMBER 28, 2007 
POSSIBLE PSITTACOSIS IN BIRDS AT PETSMART PET STORES 
 
Please distribute to Chief of Medicine, Clinical Staff in Primary Care, Internal Medicine, Infectious Disease, 
Emergency Medicine, Family Medicine, Pulmonary Medicine, Critical Care, Laboratory Medicine, Infection 

Control, Veterinary Medicine, Animal Control Officers, and Animal Rehabilitation Specialists  
 
SUMMARY 
• Cockatiels and other birds possibly exposed to or infected with psittacosis (Chlamydophila 

psittaci) were distributed to PetSmart retail outlets in New York State.  All of these birds were 
supplied to PetSmart by a single vendor. 

• Psittacosis can be transmitted to humans from infected birds. 
• PetSmart voluntarily suspended sale of all birds originating from this vendor on December 19 

and is notifying people who recently purchased birds supplied by this vendor that their bird 
could be infected with C. psittaci and that C. psittaci can infect humans. 

• Medical providers should be alert for persons presenting with symptoms compatible with 
psittacosis and with a history of recent exposure to birds acquired from PetSmart since October 
3, 2007. 

• Veterinarians should be alert for birds presenting with symptoms compatible with psittacosis 
and history of purchase from PetSmart since October 3, 2007. 

 
BACKGROUND 
Chlamydophila psittaci is the bacteria that causes psittacosis in birds and humans. The New 
York State Department of Health (NYSDOH) has received notification that PetSmart, a national pet 
retail chain that conducts routine random PCR tests for Chlamydophila on pet birds in their stores, 
has found a number of positive results among cockatiels. These results may indicate either previous 
exposure or current infection with Chlamydophila. All the affected birds originated from one 
Florida vendor. Positive test results were obtained from one bird in New York State which was 
subsequently treated and not sold. Although PetSmart is not aware of any infected birds that have 
been sold to the public, on December 19 it voluntarily suspended all bird sales in stores supplied by 
the Florida vendor. 
 
To date, there have not been any confirmed human illnesses associated with any of these birds. 



PetSmart will be sending a letter and a psittacosis information sheet to customers who have 
purchased cockatiels supplied by the vendor since October 3, 2007 (Attachment 1). The same letter 
will also be sent to all customers who purchased other species of birds from PetSmart stores whose 
bird population was received from this vendor since October 3 and where PCR tests of cockatiels 
for Chlamydophila were positive. 
 
Psittacosis is in no way connected to the avian influenza A (H5N1) strain (“bird flu”) circulating in 
other parts of the world, primarily among wild waterfowl and domestic poultry.  Up to 36 New 
York State PetSmart stores received birds from the Florida vendor. These stores are located in the 
following 17 counties: Albany, Broome, Clinton, Erie, Monroe, Nassau, Oneida, Onondaga, 
Orange, Rensselaer, Richmond, Saratoga, Schenectady, Suffolk, Tompkins, Ulster, and 
Westchester. NYSDOH is not aware of any other pet stores in New York State that have received 
birds originating from this vendor. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
• Medical providers should be alert for persons presenting with symptoms compatible with 

psittacosis and with a history of recent exposure to birds acquired from PetSmart since October 
3, 2007. 

• Please notify the Erie County Department of Health (ECDOH) at 716-858-7697 of anyone 
presenting with a febrile respiratory illness and recent exposure to birds from PetSmart. 

• Testing for suspected cases should include collecting acute and convalescent sera for C. psittaci 
antibody testing. Limited polymerase chain reaction (PCR) testing of respiratory specimens is 
available at NYSDOH Wadsworth Center. The ECDOH can assist with coordinating testing at 
NYSDOH.  Veterinarians should be alert for birds presenting with symptoms compatible with 
psittacosis and with a history of purchase from PetSmart since October 3, 2007. 

• Please notify the ECDOH at 716-858-7697 if psittacosis is diagnosed in a bird with this history. 
• Please review the zoonotic potential of this disease with the owners of infected birds. 
 
INFORMATION ABOUT PSITTACOSIS 
Psittacosis is commonly found in Psittacine birds (parrots, parakeets, macaws, and cockatiels); birds 
may shed bacteria with or without overt clinical illness. Transmission to humans is typically by 
inhalation of aerosolized bird droppings. Psittacosis occurs worldwide and outbreaks occasionally 
occur in households, pet shops, aviaries, avian exhibits and pigeon lofts. 
 
Most human cases are sporadic and most infections are probably not diagnosed. Person-to-person 
transmission has been suggested, but not proven. 
 
Human disease is characterized by febrile illness with respiratory signs, and may range from mild to 
fulminate disease. The onset of illness, which includes abrupt onset of fever, chills, headache, 
malaise, and myalgia, typically follows an incubation period of 5 to 14 days, but may be longer. C. 
psittaci can affect organ systems other than the respiratory tract and result in endocarditis, 
myocarditis, hepatitis, arthritis, keratoconjunctivitis, and encephalitis. Severe illness with 
respiratory failure, thrombocytopenia, hepatitis, and fetal death has been reported among pregnant 
women. 
 
Medical providers should consider psittacosis in the differential diagnosis of a patient presenting 
with clinically compatible symptoms and a recent exposure to psittacine birds. Suspected and 



confirmed cases should be reported to the local health department. Most cases of suspected 
psittacosis are confirmed by testing for antibodies against C. psittaci in paired acute and 
convalescent sera. 
 
Tetracyclines are the drug of choice for treating psittacosis. Although in vivo efficacy has not been 
determined, macrolides are probably the best alternative agents in patients for whom tetracycline is 
contraindicated (e.g., children under 9 years of age and pregnant women). Patients usually respond 
to orally-administered treatment. However, relapse can occur, and treatment must continue for at 
least 10-14 days after resolution of fever. 
 
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION FOR VETERINARIANS 
Illness in birds may develop from several days to several weeks after exposure. Whether the bird 
has acute or chronic signs of illness, or dies depends on the species of bird, virulence of the strain, 
infectious dose, stress factors, age, and extent of treatment or prophylaxis. Signs of psittacosis in 
birds are non-specific and include lethargy, anorexia, and ruffled feathers. Other signs include 
serous or mucopurulent ocular or nasal discharge, diarrhea, and excretion of green to yellow-green 
urates. Severely affected birds may become anorectic and produce sparse, dark green droppings, 
followed by emaciation, dehydration, and death. 
 
Diagnosis in birds can be complicated, and it is generally recommended to use a combination of 
culture, antibody detection, and antigen detection techniques. The Compendium of Measures to 
Control Chlamydophila psittaci Infection Among Humans (Psittacosis) and Pet Birds (Avian 
Chlamydiosis), 2006 includes an appendix with recommended tests and laboratories that can 
perform them. 
 
Recommended treatment for birds is tetracycline antibiotics for at least 45 days. It is not clear that 
treatment will completely eliminate infection of birds. The Compendium of Measures to 
Control Chlamydophila psittaci Infection Among Humans (Psittacosis) and Pet Birds (Avian 
Chlamydiosis), 2006 (see below), includes an appendix with more detailed information regarding 
treatment of birds. 
 
Further Information 
Further information is available on the NYSDOH website (www.health.state.ny.us) and in the 
Compendium of Measures to Control Chlamydophila psittaci Infection Among Humans 
(Psittacosis) and Pet Birds (Avian Chlamydiosis), 2006, accessible on the National Association of 
State Public Health Veterinarians website (www.nasphv.org). 
 
Health Category Definitions: 
Health Alert FLASH: conveys the highest level of importance due to a large-scale, catastrophic public 
health emergency; warrants immediate action or attention 
Health Alert Priority:  conveys the highest level of importance; warrants immediate action or attention to a 
health problem or situation  
Health Advisory:  provides important information for a specific incident or situation; may not require 
immediate action 
Health Update:  provides updated information regarding an incident or situation; no immediate action 
necessary 
 
 



Attachment 1 
PetSmart Customer Letter and Psittacosis Information Sheet 
December 26, 2007 
Dear Pet Parent, 
Our records show you recently bought a pet bird from PetSmart. We hope you are enjoying the new 
addition to your family. 
 
We’re writing to you because we recently conducted random tests of the pet birds in our stores and 
a small percentage of Cockatiels tested positive for being exposed or infected with psittacosis. All 
of these Cockatiels and other birds came from the same vendor and, we believe, may have been 
exposed to the bacteria prior to arrival at our store. While we don’t believe there is any cause for 
alarm, we want you to be aware of this possibility. 
 
Psittacosis is an infection caused by bacteria that can be carried by birds, primarily Cockatiels. It is 
easily treatable and infected birds generally fully recover. In rare cases, it can cause a respiratory 
infection in humans similar to a cold or flu and is treatable with antibiotics. If you have questions or 
concerns about your health, please contact your health care provider. 
 
As a precautionary measure, we have voluntarily and temporarily suspended sales of birds at all of 
our stores supplied by this vendor while we preventatively treat them. And we’re contacting Pet 
Parents who may have purchased a Cockatiel or other type of bird from these stores on or after 
October 3, 2007, to make sure you’re aware. 
 
Birds infected with psittacosis may appear drowsy, eat poorly, and have runny eyes or nose and 
diarrhea. If your bird is exhibiting these symptoms we encourage you to contact your veterinarian. 
If your veterinarian feels it necessary to test your bird for psittacosis, our corporate veterinarians 
will review your bird’s health records and are authorized to reimburse you reasonable and 
customary fees associated with testing and treatment of psittacosis. We are happy to discuss any 
questions or concerns you may have. Please contact our Customer Service team at 
800-738-1385, ext. 2518. 
 
I’ve also attached a fact sheet that provides additional information. 
We value you as a customer and want your experience with your pet and PetSmart to be enjoyable. 
Please let us know if you have any questions or concerns. 
 
Sincerely, 
David Kless 
Pet Care Operations Manager 
/Attach.  PetSmart, Inc. Psittacosis Fact Sheet 
Dec. 2007 
 



PetSmart, Inc. Psittacosis Fact Sheet     December 2007 
 
What is psittacosis and how is it spread? 
• Psittacosis (also known as chlamydophila) is an infection caused by bacteria that can be carried 

by birds. In rare cases, it can cause a respiratory infection in humans similar to a cold or flu and 
is treatable with antibiotics. 

• Exposure in humans typically comes from inhaling dust from dirty bird habitats containing dried 
feces, or from hand-to-mouth exposure after contact with birds or bird feces. The risk of 
contracting psittacosis from handling a bird is unlikely, particularly when good hygiene 
practices are followed. 

• Psittacosis can infect many bird species, but is usually found in birds of the parrot family. It can 
cause a bird to appear drowsy, eat poorly, and have runny eyes or nose and diarrhea. 

 
How can I protect myself? How can I prevent infection? 
• Good hygiene practices are generally all that are required to prevent the risk of contracting 

bacterial infections, such as psittacosis. More specifically: 
o Always wash your hands with soap and warm running water after touching pets or any 

objects and surfaces that a pet has also touched, especially after cleaning a pet’s habitat. 
o Children should always be supervised when handling pets, especially since they tend to 

put their fingers in their mouths. 
o If you are pregnant or have a compromised immune system, avoid contact with reptiles, 

baby chicks, and ducklings. 
• As always, PetSmart recommends that small pets only be purchased from reputable retailers or 

breeders. We discourage buying small pets at swap meets, auctions or other unregulated public 
venues. 

 
What measures does PetSmart take to prevent the spread of psittacosis? 
• As part of our preventative health program, we work closely with our vendors and veterinarians 

to ensure the health and safety of our associates, customers and the pets in our care. The 
precautions we have in place with our vendors help reduce the risk of disease. 

• We conduct rigorous and regular inspections of all suppliers’ facilities to ensure safe, sanitary 
pet housing, proper pet care and pet handling procedures. 

• We require all associates to wash their hands before and after handling all the pets we sell in our 
stores. Also, we require pet care associates to wear gowns, goggles, gloves and masks during 
regular cleaning of the habitats. 

• PetSmart communicates with our associates frequently to ensure they’re aware of the latest 
developments and precautionary measures. Our associates are trained and educated to provide 
the highest standards of care for all the pets in our stores. 

• Customers are required to review the pet sales record that contains information regarding the 
responsibilities of pet ownership, preventive measures, symptoms and treatments of diseases, 
including psittacosis or chlamydophila, which can be associated with pets before taking a pet 
home. 

• We encourage anyone with questions or concerns to let us know. 
 
If you have further questions regarding psittacosis, the pets in your care or your own pet bird, 
please contact your vet or physician. You or your physician may also contact your local State 
Department of Health for further information relating to human health. 



 


