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Chlamydia psittaci  

Chlamydia psittaci is a small, Gram negative bacterial pathogen responsible for causing 
respiratory psittacosis (also known as ornithosis); a zoonotic infection transmitted to humans 
from infected avian and mammalian species. Following an incubation period of 1-4 weeks, 
disease with C. psittaci can present as a mild flu-like illness, but can also lead to severe 
atypical pneumonia and non-respiratory health conditions, particularly in susceptible 
individuals. For those with serious disease and in pregnancy, infection may be life-threatening 
and relapses can occur.  

C. psittaci is capable of infecting a range of birds and poultry, as well as mammals such as 
cattle, pigs, sheep and horses, with occasional outbreaks affecting the poultry industry. There 
are nine known genotypes: A–F, E/B, M56 and WC, and all are capable of infecting humans1. 
Birds are particularly efficient at distributing C. psittaci owing to their high mobility, and wild 
populations can be particularly problematic for transmission due to their large migration radii. 
Transmission to humans most often occurs through inhalation of aerosolised excreta or 
secretions from infected birds, therefore people working with or exposed to birds on a regular 
basis such as zoo workers, pet-shop owners and poultry farmers are at the highest risk of 
infection. Despite this, other cases where no avian contact has been described have also been 
recorded2. In England and Wales, between 25 and 50 laboratory confirmed cases of C. psittaci 
are typically recorded each year3. 

As culture is avoided due to the increased infection risk to laboratory staff, testing often relies 
on serology where a four-fold increase in IgM is considered diagnostic. However, PCR offers 
a faster and more specific way to detect this pathogen, particularly where clinical findings or 
history of avian contact indicates possibility of C. psittaci infection. 

Micropathology Ltd 

At Micropathology Ltd, we use a semi-nested PCR for the qualitative detection of C. psittaci 
with end point visualisation on ethidium bromide agarose gel or melt curve analysis using 
Lightcycler480 instruments. Nasopharyngeal swabs and bronchoalveolar lavages (BAL) are 
UKAS accredited sample types for this assay, however other samples may be tested, and 
reported alongside a caveat stating that the assay is not UKAS accredited for testing these 
sample types. This assay can also detect C. abortus, C. felis and C. caviae, however these 
organisms may be distinguished using sequencing of amplicon produced using this assay. 

Turnaround Times 

Turnaround times are stated in the user manual (http://www.micropathology.com/customer-
downloads-handbook.php) with results usually available in practice much sooner than the 
given time frame. Where there is a delay, we are usually confirming a result and addressing 
clinical data given with the specimen.  
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