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Handling, Euthanasia and Dissection of Chickens 

Category 
3 Teaching and extension activity with greater impact on animals 
Instructor to student ratio: 1:32 

Objective 
The objective of this standard operating procedure is to provide guidance to the Charles Sturt University students on: 

I. Proper handling of poultry
II. Humane euthanasia of poultry, either by cervical dislocation if under 7 days old or otherwise by Phenobarbital injection

III. Correct dissection techniques

Alternatives to animal use 
Video, cadavers. However, these models to not afford student the practical experience necessary for confident and calm 
handling of poultry, and confident and efficient euthanasia and dissection techniques. 

Details of Procedure 
Handling 
When investigating a bird’s health, one should first observe the bird’s appearance and behavior from a distance. In general, a 
healthy bird is bright, alert and responsive to the environment. 

Restraining the bird is important when performing a physical exam. It is important to keep the bird calm so that it does not hurt 
itself or the handler. To hold the bird for examination, reach over the back and hold the wings down to restrain it. 

Place hands over top part of wings (shoulders) and hold securely but do not squeeze. Pick up and hold under arm to keep 
wings in place. Support the feet with one hand and restrain the legs between three fingers of the other hand. Never handle a 
chicken by its wings. 

Restraining the bird upside-down is not ideal as it may increase the stress level of the bird and also cause regurgitation and 
possibly subsequent aspiration pneumonia. After the bird is restrained, the exam can begin. 

When examining the head and neck of the bird, one should observe the colour of the comb, and any possible scabs. The bird 
should hold the head high, indicative of good muscle tone, and be free from swelling. Examine the eyes for cloudiness and 
nostrils for any discharge. Evaluation of the feathers is important, as it may reveal parasitic infection or evidence of foul play in 
the flock. On examination, the feathers should lay flat against the body and be well preen. Lift up the feathers and check the 
base of the feather shaft. This area should be checked for parasites (lice and mites). Check the feathers in the tail and vent 
region for any faecal material as white build‐up or pasty vents may be indicative of an intestinal disease. The breast muscles 
should be examined. By gently pressing fingers between the breast muscles, one can get an idea of the muscle tone. The 
wings can be extended and examined for swelling or lacerations and palpated for broken bones and other possible injuries. 
The bird should not exhibit pain during wing extension. The scales on the feet and the bottoms of the feet should also be 
examined for any scratches, swelling, scabs or ulcerations. 

The correct method to handle birds for restraint and examination will be demonstrated before students select a bird to restrain 
and examine themselves. Two members of staff (for 16 groups of 4 students) will be present in class. 

Euthanasia 
Before performing euthanasia, weight the bird in grams. This is essential in order to consider body condition and to calculate the 
dose of drugs to be used. 
A. Cervical dislocation :

This method is the least traumatic for smaller birds (1-7 days old) which are too small to inject. The neck of a young chick can
be broken easily by pressing it firmly against a sharp table edge, or by pinching between thumb and index finger, or by using
the inside non-cutting angles of a surgical scissor.



B. Intravenous injection of euthanasia solution:
This the preferred method for chickens more than one week old as it does not result in tissue changes that would affect a post-
mortem practice and diagnosis.

1. The bird must be sedated with intramuscular injection to calm the bird and for restraint. Intramuscular induction of
anaesthesia should be done with agents such as:

a. Tiletamine/Zolazepam (4-25mg/kg)
b. Midazolam/Butorphanol, (Mi) 0.2-1mg/kg + (B) 2-4mg/kg administered intramuscularly into the pectorals.

2. Prepare the Sodium Phenobarbital (86 mg/kg body weight) in a 2 ml syringe. Dilute the Phenobarbital with dH2O (50:50).
Restrain the bird by holding it with non-dominant hand around the base of the wing so that the middle finger and thumb
almost touch. Further restrain the bird by tucking its legs under the elbow of the non-dominant arm. Pressure from the
forearm will keep the bird pressed against the restrainer’s chest. This will expose the wing web area and keep it on a
horizontal plane before injection. Pluck a minimal amount of feathers over the elbow of the restrained wing to permit
visualisation of the wing vein. Insert the needle into the vein and look for the dark red flashback of blood at the
syringe hub indicating that needle is within the vein. Gently inject the desired amount of Phenobarbital. If the needle is
in the vein, the red colour of the vein will "disappear" for almost the entire length from the injection site. Place the bird
on the table and check the loss of consciousness and death. The death is confirmed by absence of heartbeat and
absence of respiratory movement by observation or palpation

The students will have the technique explained to them, demonstrated to them with one bird per group.

Dissection
Instruments such as scissors, forceps, and scalpel are needed in collecting small or delicate samples. A knife would
be helpful to cut through joints and bone.

The skin and fascia between the leg and abdomen are cut, and the legs are pulled and twisted to disarticulate the
head of the femur from the hip.

The skin from the vent to the beak is incised and reflected.

The body cavity is entered at the ventral tip of the sternum. The incision is made at the margin of the pectoral muscle
and continues through 2-3 ribs. A similar incision is made on the opposite side of the breast.

The shears are reoriented and the incision is continued through bone and muscle to the thoracic inlet. The breast is
broken over to the opposite side (or removed) exposing the viscera. At this point of the necropsy, microbiological
samples are collected.

The intestinal viscera are freed by cutting through the esophagus and vessels of the liver just cranial to the
proventriculus and liver. Heart, liver and proventriculus are to be examined later. The intestines can be removed by
gentle traction, which tears mesenteric and air sac attachments. The lungs, heart, and kidneys remain in the body
cavity for closer examination.

Drugs, chemicals or biological agents
Commercial Euthanasia Solution (Sodium pentobarbital 390 mg + sodium phenytoin 50 mg/ml) (e.g. Beuthanasia®,
Euthasol®, Fatal-Plus®, Somlethal®), Xylazine HCL, Tiletamine, Zolazepam, Medetomidine, Midazolam, Butorphanol.

Impact of procedure on wellbeing of animal or animals
Chickens will be euthanised.

Reuse and repeated use
Each chicken will be used once.

Care of animals during / after procedure(s)
They will be held in the preparation room adjacent to the practical classroom. They will be used in the class and
euthanased on the same day. At the conclusion of the class, the dissected chickens should be autoclaved and
incinerated.

Transport, handling and caging will be conducted in accordance with the Primary Industries Standing Committee
Model Code of Practice for the Welfare of Animals. Land Transport  of  Poult ry Second Edit ion.  PISC Report
91.



 
Pain relief measures 
These procedures are not known to cause pain which requires analgesia. Euthanasia by Phenobarbital produces 
rapid loss of consciousness and death. 

 
Qualifications, experience or training necessary to perform this 
procedure 
Demonstrator: Demonstrators should have been trained for this procedure.  

If students are required to euthanase a chicken, the bird must be sedated with intramuscular injection of Xylazine HCL 

before euthanasia to limit the bird’s movement. 

 
References: 
Diseases of Poultry, 13th edition, Swayne, D. E. 

 
Performing a Physical Exam on a Chicken, Ohio State University Extension Fact Sheet, 
(file:///D:/Users/aghorash/Downloads/Performing%20a%20Physical%20Exam%20on%20a%20Chicken.pdf) 

 
 

Euthanasia Guidelines, University of Minnesota, (http://www.ahc.umn.edu/rar/euthanasia.html) 
 
Primary Industries Standing Committee, Model Code of Practice for the Welfare of Animals. Land Transport of Poultry. 
Second Edition. PISC Report 91 (https://www.publish.csiro.au/ebook/download/pdf/5391) 
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