
Understanding Coccidiosis:  
A Guide for Pet & Livestock Owners 

 
Coccidiosis is a common parasitic disease caused by microscopic, single-celled organisms 
called coccidia. While it is often associated with young or stressed animals, it can affect a wide 
range of species, from the family dog to a herd of cattle. 

Crucially, coccidia are host-specific. This means the type of coccidia that affects your goat 
cannot infect your dog, and vice versa. 

 
 
Symptoms and Signs 
The primary sign of coccidiosis is intestinal distress, as the parasites live and multiply in the 
lining of the intestinal tract. 

In Small Animals (Dogs & Cats) 
●​ Watery or Mucus-like Diarrhea: Often the first sign. 
●​ Bloody Stool: In severe cases, you may see bright red blood. 
●​ Dehydration: Due to fluid loss. 
●​ Abdominal Pain: The pet may be sensitive when touched near the belly. 
●​ Vomiting and Weight Loss: Common in puppies and kittens. 

 
In Livestock & Large Animals (Cattle, Sheep, Goats, Poultry) 

●​ "Scours": Profuse, foul-smelling diarrhea (often dark or bloody). 
●​ Rough Coat: A general unthrifty appearance. 
●​ Straining: Animals may frequently try to defecate (tenesmus). 
●​ Poor Growth: Failure to gain weight or "stunting" in young calves or kids. 
●​ Anemia: Pale gums and lethargy. 

 
How Infection Spreads 
Animals become infected by swallowing oocysts (immature coccidia) found in feces or 
contaminated environments. These oocysts are incredibly hardy and can survive in soil or on 
surfaces for many months. Common sources include: 

●​ Contaminated water troughs. 
●​ Dirty bedding or overcrowded pens. 
●​ Feces on the mother’s coat/udder. 

 

 



Prevention Strategies 
Prevention is significantly more effective (and cheaper) than treatment. 

For Small Animals For Livestock 

Pick up feces immediately to prevent 
environment buildup. 

Avoid overcrowding in pens and pastures. 

Keep water bowls clean and off the 
ground. 

Elevate feeders to prevent fecal contamination 
of hay/grain. 

Minimize stress during weaning or 
rehoming. 

Use "Coccidiostats" (medicated feed) during 
high-risk periods. 

Routine Vet checks for puppies and 
kittens. 

Keep bedding dry; coccidia thrive in damp, 
dark areas. 

 
​
What Happens if Left Untreated? 
Coccidiosis is not just an "upset stomach." If the infection is ignored, the consequences can be 
dire: 

1.​ Severe Dehydration: The inability to absorb nutrients and water can lead to rapid organ 
failure. 

2.​ Secondary Infections: The damaged intestinal lining allows harmful bacteria to enter 
the bloodstream. 

3.​ Permanent Gut Damage: In livestock, the scarring of the intestines can lead to "poor 
doers" that never reach their full growth potential. 

4.​ Death: Especially in young, elderly, or immunocompromised animals, coccidiosis can be 
fatal within days of the first symptoms. 

5.​ Environmental contamination: the oocysts can remain viable in your home 
environment for months, creating opportunity for new infections to start.  

Note: Diagnosis usually requires a fecal flotation test at your veterinarian's office 
to identify the oocysts under a microscope. 
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