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4. Glossary



This post mortem guide is a reference for farm
necropsies of broilers intended for use by farm
managers.

It will provide you with information on normal
anatomy of broilers and indicates primary areas
of focus when doing a field post mortem.

The guide illustrates the most common method
of performing a necropsy on broilers.

User Notes

This post mortem presentation has been made
from healthy broiler birds that have been bled.
This influences colour and appearance.

This is not a diagnostic tool and is only intended
to be a guide for staff in the field to help relay
issues they are seeing on the farm.

In case of abnormalities always first consult your
veterinarian before taking any further actions.

Objectives





Inspection

1. Inspection



1. Inspection*

� Check primary feathers for 
shape and abnormalities.

1.1. Open bird wings

* This inspection can be done on live
or recently culled birds.



1. Inspection
1.2. Stress marks
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1. Inspection
1.3. Gaps in feather growth



1. Inspection
1.4. Litter build up on foot pads/toes/toe nails

� Evaluate feet (foot pads, toes and toe nails) 
for litter and manure build up.

Dirty

Clean



1. Inspection

� Take the weight of the legs 
with your index finger.

� With your thumb feel for hard 
nodules or inflammations in 
the achilles tendon.

� Also check for swelling of the 
hock joint.

1.5. Legs

Hock joint

Achilles tendon



1. Inspection

� Observe the size and color of the 
wattle and comb relative to age.

� These photos illustrate normal 
appearance and colors for broilers 
relative to age.

1.6. Wattle and comb

Comb

2 weeks old

35 days old

Wattle



1. Inspection
1.7. Beak and nostrils

� On the beak check internally 
and externally for abnormalities 
such as mycotoxins.

� On the nostril check for blockages 
and build ups. 

� Apply pressure to the top of the 
nostril to check for mucus.

Corner of the beak

Nostril



1. Inspection
1.8. Eyes and ears

� Check eyes for conjunctivitis, 
redness and discharge.

� Check ears for heavy pus.

Ear



1. Inspection
1.9. Dirty cloaca

� Look for pasty vent (cloaca) 
and accumulation of urate 
deposits.

Cloaca



Euthanasia

2. Euthanasia



2. Euthanasia
2.1. Handling the bird

� For manual cervical dislocation of a broiler chicken, 
the bird should be picked up and held by both legs. 
Do not handle the broiler by the wings, head or neck.

� To keep the chicken calm, hold the broiler securely by 
both legs and keep the bird close to your body for 
support.

� For cervical dislocation, your other hand should be 
placed at the base of the head of the bird.

Correct way to pick up the broiler

Correct way to handle the broiler



� Pull down to stretch the neck. 

� Then, rotate your wrist so that the head of
the chicken will rotate and turn towards 
the back.

� This will result in full separation of the 
cervical vertebrae.

Correct way to dislocate the neck

2. Euthanasia
2.1. Handling the bird



2. Euthanasia
2.1. Handling the bird

To verify that you have successfully completed euthanasia:

� You should feel a full separation of the bones in the neck. 

� The neck should be floppy. 

� There should be a gap where the dislocation occurred. 
This gap will fill with blood. The body of the bird will 
begin to convulse (body spasms).

Neck without separation

Neck without separation



Post Mortem

3. Post Mortem



3. Post Mortem
3.1. Checking leg strength

� Hold thumb parallel to the leg 
and apply gentle force on the 
foot to test leg strength.



3. Post Mortem
3.1. Checking leg strength

� When applying pressure, a healthy leg snaps, 
an unhealthy leg bends. 



3. Post Mortem
3.2. Equipment



3. Post Mortem
3.3. Removing the skin

� Remove the skin from the breast.



3. Post Mortem
3.3. Removing the skin

� After the skin is removed 
examine the breast.

� This is the opportunity to check 
for bruises, breast blisters and 
cellulitis of the breast muscle.



3. Post Mortem
3.4. Examination of the hip and femur

� Support the carcass and elevate 
the leg to 90 degrees pulling the
leg from the joint   (in the 
direction of the arrow).



3. Post Mortem
3.4. Examination of the hip and femur

� Inspect the head of the femur 
for bone abnormalities 
(fractures/erosions).

Femur head



3. Post Mortem
3.4. Examination of the hip and femur

� This a healthy femur.

Femur head



3. Post Mortem
3.5. Growth plates

� Cut the end of the leg joint to expose the growth plates.



3. Post Mortem
3.5. Growth plates

� Growth plate revealed.

Growth plate



3. Post Mortem
3.6. Growth plates and tibia

� Repeat on both legs.

� Evaluate tibia for any 
abnormal development.

� This picture illustrates a 
normal growth plate and 
tibia.

Growth plate and tibia



3. Post Mortem
3.7. Examining the legs

� An incision should be made at the back of the hock to reveal the tendons.

� Inspect the area between the skin and the tendon for fluid build ups.



3. Post Mortem
3.7. Examining the legs

� Examine the tendons - they should be white, smooth and shiny.



3. Post Mortem
3.7. Examining the legs

� Cut into the leg joint.



3. Post Mortem
3.7. Examining the legs

� Push a finger into the joint. There should be a sticky fluid attached to the finger when slowly withdrawn.



3. Post Mortem
3.8. Examining the eye lids and eyes

� Removal of the eye lid.



3. Post Mortem
3.8. Examining the eye lids and eyes

� Check the color and size of the 
harderian gland. The harderian 
gland is important for the immune 
function and lubrication of the eye.

� Look for inflammation of the eyelid.

� Look for irregularities of the cornea,
iris and lens of the eye.

Cornea

Iris

Harderian
gland



3. Post Mortem
3.9. Neck

� A incision is made at the base of the neck.



3. Post Mortem
3.9. Neck

� The neck skin is then gently removed.



3. Post Mortem
3.9. Neck

The thymus becomes visible

� The thymus consists of several pairs   
of pale pink, flattened, irregularly 
shaped lobes.

� The thymus lobes can be seen on both 
sides of the neck near the jugular veins.

� They should be clearly visible, as can 
be seen in this photo, e.g. 1x1 cm on a 
4 week old broiler.

Lobules of the thymus



3. Post Mortem
3.10. Trachea and Esophagus

� Cut through the corner of the beak to open the 
mouth and expose the entrance to the trachea 
and esophagus.



3. Post Mortem
3.10. Trachea and Esophagus

� The entry to the trachea and 
esophagus can now be seen. 

� Entrance to the trachea (windpipe) 
is shown in the photo.

� Inspect the esophagus and tongue 
for any abnormalities (such as 
ulcers due to mycotoxins).

Entrance to trachea

Entrance to
esophagus

Tongue



3. Post Mortem
3.10. Trachea and Esophagus

� Check the entrance of the 
esophagus for ulcers.

Check esophagus
for ulcers



3. Post Mortem
3.10. Trachea and Esophagus

� Use scissors to open the length of the trachea.



3. Post Mortem
3.10. Trachea and Esophagus

The trachea can now be examined

� Check for excessive mucus and also 
the color of the mucus.

� There is a clear difference in color 
of the trachea between a dead and 
culled bird.

� Check the color of the trachea. 

• A healthy trachea of a culled bird
would appear as shown as in 
picture.

• A dead bird would normally have 
a red trachea.



3. Post Mortem
3.11. Removal of the breast plate

� Cut along the edge of the breast 
muscles.

� Try to avoid damaging the liver, 
intestines and gall bladder with 
your knife or scissors.



3. Post Mortem
3.11. Removal of the breast plate

� Gently raise the breast plate to reveal the liver and heart.

Heart

Liver



3. Post Mortem
3.11. Removal of the breast plate

� Cut through the shoulder to remove
the breast plate.

� Move the breast plate to the side so
that you can inspect the organs.

� Be careful not to cut the trachea.



3. Post Mortem
3.11. Removal of the breast plate

� The liver, heart and the trachea can clearly be seen.

Heart

Trachea

Liver



3. Post Mortem
3.12. Heart

� This is a healthy heart. It should be of a blunt 
arrow like shape.

� When you touch the heart it should feel 
muscular (firm) and not soft (flaccid or floppy).



3. Post Mortem
3.13. Syrinx inspection

� The syrinx is the point 
where the trachea splits
into two. This is also 
the place where the 
bird makes sound.

� Check the syrinx for 
mucus/pus, at the point
where it splits.



3. Post Mortem
3.14. Air sacs and lungs

� Air sacs should be clear and 
free of pus (see arrow).

� The lungs should be a cherry 
red color (as shown in the 
photo), without any signs of 
inflammation.



3. Post Mortem
3.15. Lung cavity

� Remove the lungs on each side 
to view the ribs.

� Check the shape of the ribs 
for rickets or other 
abnormalities. Abnormal signs 
may include bead like pearls 
on the ends of the ribs.

� This photo indicates normal rib
appearance.

Normal ribs



3. Post Mortem
3.16. Evaluation of the abdominal cavity



3. Post Mortem
3.17. Kidneys

� The kidneys consist of 3 lobules 
per side.

� They should be flat, firm and light
purple (similar to the photo).

� They should not show any signs of 
blood congestion.

� Appearance of urates should be 
absent.

Lobule

Lobule

Lobule



3. Post Mortem
3.18. Bursa of Fabricius



3. Post Mortem
3.18. Bursa of Fabricius

� The bursa of fabricius is located near the cloaca.

� The bursa is important for immunity and antibody production.

� The size may vary based on the age of the bird and the 
vaccination program used for Gumboro (Infectious Bursal Disease). 

� The bursa will normally decrease in size in older birds. On post 
mortem inspection, the bursa will appear as a small, pale-colored 
sac (as seen in the photo). After opening it, you should see several 
small folds.

� Evaluate the bursa for irregular size (e.g. much smaller than 
expected for the age of the bird), swelling (e.g. presence of 
edema and folds may not be present if bursa is swollen), and 
irregular coloring (e.g.: small pin-point blood spots or hemorrhages).



3. Post Mortem
3.19. Liver, Spleen and Gall Bladder

Liver

Spleen

Gall Bladder



3. Post Mortem
3.19i. Healthy Liver

� The liver is the first organ where 
the absorbed nutrients pass.

� The liver is a filter (detoxifier).

� The color of the liver of older 
broilers should be the same as 
seen in the photo.

� Look for a difference in color, 
spots and inflammation of the 
capsule around the liver 
(perihepatitis). 

� The edges of the liver should be 
sharp.



3. Post Mortem
3.19ii. Spleen

� The spleen is a small, round, soft organ 
similar in color to the liver, and is located 
near the gizzard.

� The normal size of the spleen is 1 cm x 1 cm 
on a 1 Kg broiler.

� Enlargement of the spleen may indicate 
that the bird is being challenged by an 
infection, due to the response of the 
lymphocytes.



3. Post Mortem
3.19iii. Gall Bladder

� Elevate the corner of the liver to view the 
gall bladder.

� This releases gall into the intestinal tract 
to support fat digestion.

� The normal color of the gall bladder 
should be dark green.

� A large gall bladder would indicate a large 
level of hemoglobin turnover. 



3. Post Mortem
3.20. Mouth, Crop, Proventriculus and Gizzard

Gizzard

Crop

Mouth

Proventriculus



3. Post Mortem
3.20i. Crop

� Food enters the mouth, and goes straight 
to the crop. The food is held here for 
stabilization and storage. It then passes to
the proventriculus where digestive 
enzymes are added.

� The crop is where the breakdown of feed 
starts.



3. Post Mortem
3.20ii. Proventriculus

� This is where enzymes are mixed 
with the feed and digestion 
continues.

� This picture shows a normal color 
and texture of the proventriculus 
and the gizzard.

Junction of proventriculus
and gizzard

Junction of proventriculus
and gizzard

Proventriculus



3. Post Mortem
3.20iii. Gizzard

� The gizzard grinds food and is a 
very strong muscle.

� In this picture the koilin membrane 
(lining of the gizzard) has been 
removed.

� Check the gizzard for erosions and 
ulcerations.

� An erosion is a lesion only present in
the membrane (koilin layer). 

� An ulceration is a lesion that has 
eroded through the lining to the 
muscle layer of the gizzard.

Gizzard

Membrane



3. Post Mortem
3.21. Duodenum, Jejunum, Ileum, Ceca, Rectum and Cloaca

Duodenum

Ileum

Ceca

Rectum

Cloaca

Jejunum



3. Post Mortem
3.22. Duodenum and Pancreas

� The duodenum, jejunum and ileum are classed as the small 
intestine.

� The duodenum is the most efficient at breaking down nutrients 
but more absorption actually takes place in the jejunum and 
ileum due to the larger surface area.

� The pancreas is located in the center of the loop of the 
duodenum and is normally a pale color (as shown in this photo).

� The pancreas secretes enzymes and pH neutralizers into the 
duodenum for further breakdown of nutrients.

Duodenal
loop

Pancreas



3. Post Mortem
3.23. Duodenum/Jejunum/Ileum

� Meckel's diverticulum marks the end of the jejunum and the 
start of the ileum.

� The meckel's diverticulum is commonly known as the yolk sac 
absorption site.

� In young birds, the yolk from the egg is absorbed here.      
The yolk is used for developing the immune system in young 
chicks.

� Evaluate the meckel's diverticulum for yolk sac retention. 
This picture indicates a normal sized meckel's diverticulum.  
A larger meckel's diverticulum is indicative of a poorly 
absorbed yolk sac in young birds.

Meckel's
diverticulum



3. Post Mortem
3.24. Mucus layer and color of intestine

� Use scissors to open the length of the intestinal 
tract in order (duodenum to ceca) to examine the 
intestinal content and texture.

� Mucus protects the intestinal wall from being 
infected with pathogens inside the lumen.

� Evaluate the opened intestinal tract for color, 
content and mucus presence.

� In a normal healthy broiler the intestine should be pale and contain digestible feed. 

� An abnormal finding might include a presence of hemorrhaging or irregular surface.

Mucus layer

Normal intestine Abnormal intestine



3. Post Mortem
3.25. Ceca

� Use scissors to open the ceca to examine the 
contents and cecal tonsils.

� There is a pair of ceca. They are both blind 
(they do not connect to another point).        
The ceca are the location where the small and 
large intestines join.

� They are only emptied on average 1 - 2 times 
a day. The ceca droppings can be seen on the 
floor of the poultry house and are a softer, 
stickier and more watery consistency than a 
‘normal’ dropping.

� The size can vary.

Ceca Ceca



3. Post Mortem
3.26. Cecal tonsils

� They must be considered as lymph nodules and will 
respond to any infection.

� Evaluate cecal tonsils for cleanliness and size. 

� Normal cecal tonsils.

� They should be clean and without red inflammation.

� Abnormal cecal tonsils.

� They may be red or inflamed (swollen).

Abnormal
cecal tonsils

Normal
cecal
tonsils



4. Glossary

4. Glossary

Abdomen The cavity between the lungs/heart on the cranial side and the pelvis on the caudal side
Bursa of fabricius Round organ close to the cloaca, responsible for the development of certain immune cells (B cells)
Ceca Responsible for water absorption and vitamin production
Cecal tonsils Lymphatic organs at the cross section of ileum/ceca and rectum
Cellulitis Infection of the superficial tissue directly under the skin
Cornea Superficial tissue covering the visual part of the eye
Crop Storage and mixing of feed and water 
Duodenum First loop of the intestinal tract with the pancreas in between
Esophagus Organ carrying feed/ingesta from the oral cavity to the crop
Femur Long bone of the upper leg/thigh
Gall Green fluid produced by the liver, stored in the gall bladder and released into the intestinal tract to facilitate the digestion

of lipids
Growth plate The area which creates the length growth of a bone
Gizzard Grinds feed
Harderian gland Part of the immune system and comparable to a lymph nodule
Hemoglobin Molecules in the blood which bind oxygen and take care of its transportation
Ileum Intestine from Meckel’s diverticulum to the ceca
Iris Diaphragm of the eye. It determines the amount of light entering the eye and reaching the nerve cells inside the eye
Jejunum Second part of the small intestine between the duodenum and the ileum
Koilin layer Protects gizzard tissues from becoming damaged by grinding and digestion
Lobules Separated parts of an organ with the same function, mostly interconnected
Mucus Secretion covering the surface of an organ e.g. the inside of the windpipe
Proventriculus First stomach after the esophagus where digestive enzymes are mixed with the feed
Rectum From Ileum to the cloaca, responsible for storage of faeces
Spleen Organ playing an important role in the production of red blood cells, as also in the immune system
Syrinx Location where the windpipe splits into 2 branches (bronchi). Here birds can produce sound
Tendon Firm tissue which connects a muscle to a bone
Thymus Nodular lymphoid organ running down the neck of the bird
Trachea Windpipe
Ulcer A lesion that causes a break in the skin or mucus membrane
Urates White waste product of the kidneys, normally present in ureters and making up typical ‘white cap’ on the faecal mass

In case of abnormalities always first consult your veterinarian before taking any further actions.
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