
Case Presentation

A 2-year-old female cockatiel was presented for abdom-
inal swelling of 3 weeks duration. The bird appeared
otherwise normal. On physical examination, the ab-
domen was distended, but no masses were palpable.
Abdominocentesis was performed, and 0.5 mL of fluid
was removed and submitted to Antech Diagnostics for
fluid analysis and cytology. The fluid was light yellow
and hazy and had a specific gravity of 1.042, a total pro-
tein concentration (by refractometry) of 7.4 g/dL, 250
WBC/µL and <10,000 RBC/µL. Direct smears, sediment
smears, and cytocentrifuged preparations (Shandon
Cytospin II, Shandon Lipshaw, Pittsburgh, Pa, USA; 66
rpm for 6 min) were made for cytologic evaluation
(Figure 1).
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What Is Your
Diagnosis?

Figure 1. Cytocentrifuged preparation of abdominal fluid from a
cockatiel. Wright-Giemsa, (A) �125, (B) �250.
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Cytologic Interpretation

Examination of the smears revealed numerous round
dark blue amorphous globules thought to be protein
globules, scattered amorphous crystals, and low num-
bers of macrophages (Figure 1). The protein globules
were of various sizes, and staining intensity ranged from
eosinophilic to basophilic. Occasionally, the protein
globules touched, mimicking a budding yeast (Figure
1B). No neoplastic cells or infectious organisms were
noted. The cytologic diagnosis was egg yolk peritonitis.

Discussion

Egg yolk peritonitis, ie, the presence of yolk material in
the coelomic cavity, is a common cause of abdominal
distension in birds.Yolk material by itself induces a mild
inflammatory response and may be reabsorbed by the
peritoneum. Because yolk is an excellent growth medi-
um for bacteria, peritonitis may result from secondary
bacterial infection.1 Localized to diffuse fibrinous peri-
tonitis may result, and may lead to secondary ascites
and organ inflammation or compromise in chronic
cases.2

Clinical signs include sudden death, anorexia,
weakness, depression, respiratory distress, and ascites.
Ascites is most commonly seen in cockatiels and water-
fowl.3,4 Nesting behavior or recent egg laying is com-
monly reported at presentation.3 Abdominal wall herni-
ation may be a complication in cases of extreme abdom-
inal distension secondary to increased coelomic pres-
sure.5

Although ascites is not present in all birds with egg
yolk peritonitis, fluid evaluation may be diagnostic
when ascites is a presenting clinical sign. Grossly, the
fluid is slightly yellow to yellow, with possible visualiza-

tion of yolk material and protein strands. The fluid may
appear noninflammatory (as in this case) or inflamma-
tory, with or without sepsis. Typical findings would be
only yolk or fat globules in the former case and a mix-
ture of heterophils, macrophages, lymphocytes, fat glob-
ules, and yolk globules with or without bacteria in the
latter case.2,3 Any ascitic fluid from a bird should be cul-
tured, especially in cases of egg yolk peritonitis.
Coliform bacteria have been the most common isolates
in egg yolk peritonitis.6

In mammals, fluid effusions are typically assigned
to the categories of transudate, modified transudate,
and exudate for identification of the underlying etiolo-
gy. In birds, this categorization may be more difficult to
apply. The abdominal fluid in this bird had high total
protein content (7.4 g/dL) and low cellularity (250
cells/µL).The high protein value may have been an arti-
fact of the refractometry method, which in birds can pro-
duce a falsely elevated result compared with the biuret
method.7 The high total protein value also may be attrib-
uted to the lipid and protein content of the yolk itself.
Yolk is composed of 33% lipid, 17% protein, 48% water,
0.2% free carbohydrate, and 1% inorganic elements.8

This case demonstrates an uncommon and interest-
ing cytologic finding and shows how cytologic evalua-
tion of abdominal effusion in birds can be a valuable
tool in the diagnosis of egg yolk peritonitis. Because egg
yolk peritonitis may lack an inflammatory component,
peritonitis may be an inappropriate term. ◊
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