
I HAVE a small aviary in my garden, popu-
lated with a flock of a dozen canaries. The
birds are bright, cheerful creatures and
they have their own active social lives. 

Whenever you walk past the aviary, the
canaries are very busy, fluttering from
branch to branch, or sitting close together
on a perch, communicating quietly with
each other. When the male canaries sing, it
is an inspiring sound. How does such melo-
dious music come from such a tiny creature
with an even tinier brain and an absolutely
miniscule voice box? 

Last week, one of the canaries died. Its
small body was found cold and motionless
on the ground of the aviary. Canaries have
relatively short lives, ranging from five to
fifteen years, and in a small flock of birds,
deaths do happen from time to time. 

But there is always the fear that if one bird
dies, it could be the start of a problem that
could affect the others. To be safe, I took
the little bird’s body to the clinic to carry
out a proper post-mortem examination. 

The investigation of the cause of the
canary’s death did not take long, and as is
often the case, there was no obvious seri-
ous disease. I could find only one problem,
and although it would not have caused the
bird to die, it could have been a ‘contribu-
tory cause’: the canary had lice. 

Lice are tiny insects, measuring around
five millimetres long (about one fifth of an
inch). They are impossible to see from a
distance in living birds, but when the dead
bird’s feathers were examined closely,
small white flecks could be seen moving on
them. When I picked up one of the flecks
and put it under the microscope, the dis-
tinctive features of a louse came into focus. 

The louse (plural: lice) is a remarkably
successful parasite. There are almost five
thousand different species of lice. They live
on birds and mammals across the globe,
from canaries in Bray to monkeys in Africa
to elephant seals in Antartica. 

Each different species of louse has a pref-
erence for a particular species of animal. A
gorilla louse only likes to live on gorillas
and cannot stand the taste of warthogs. The
warthog louse would not consider feeding
on anything other than warthogs. 

Under the microscope, one louse looks
very much like another. The little creepy
crawly that is found in the fur on a fur seal
in Alaska appears almost identical to the
one which lives on Common Wombats in
Australia.  They are wingless, flat-bodied
insects, with six short legs, modified for
clinging to their hosts feathers or fur. They
have antennae that they wave around in
front of them, seeking out the best food
source. There are two large sub-groups of
lice: so-called ‘sucking lice’ have long thin

mouth parts that allow them to suck blood,
and ‘chewing lice’ have short squat jaws
that allow them to chew on feathers and

fur. These divisions are of deep interest to
specialists in universities, but to most peo-
ple, a louse is a louse, regardless of

whether it chews or sucks its food. 
Lice do not often cause serious disease.

Like the best parasites, in the ideal circum-
stances, their host animals are not even
aware that they are present. Generally, lice
do not suck enough blood or chew enough
skin to cause serious ill health. Many wild
animals have lice without suffering any ill
consequences whatsoever. 

The canary that died had never been seen
itching, and there were no balding or irri-
tated areas of skin. It is unlikely that the lice
caused the death of the bird, but they prob-
ably contributed to an elderly bird being at
low par in the middle of the winter. Lice are
rare in pet dogs and cats, but when they are
found, they often cause a low-grade but
persistent itchiness. 

Two species of lice can affect humans:
head lice and body lice. Head lice are very
common – their eggs are called ‘nits’, and
most school children need treatment for
these at some stage. Lice can travel very
easily from host to host, so if one child
brings lice in to a school, it is common for
the whole class to be affected. Most folk
will have memories of the various treat-
ments needed for human lice, including
strong smelling shampoos, and oily con-
coctions that need to be applied to the
scalp for hours on end. The lice eggs are
also often physically removed using fine
combs. 

Treatment of lice in animals is simpler.
Dogs and cats can be easily treated with
one-off applications of insecticidal sprays.
There are even ‘spot on’ treatments that are
applied from small vials to the back of the
neck. I find it very difficult to understand
why these easy forms of treatments are
confined to pet-only use. 

After finding the lice on the dead canary,
it was a safe assumption that the rest of the
birds in the aviary would be affected. An
incoming bird at some stage in the past
must have arrived carrying a few lice, and
they would have rapidly spread to all of the
canaries in the flock. 

Treatment of birds can be done in one of
two ways. The simple way is to give all of
the birds a dose of insecticide in their drink-
ing water. Alternatively, each bird can be
dosed with an invididual drop of insecti-
cide, either down their beaks, or by applica-
tion to the back of their necks. I chose this
latter way to treat my birds – it seemed the
most rapid way to guarantee that the lice
were completely eradicated. 

I gave the treatment at night, grabbing
each bird as it slept on its perch and giving
the medicine before it knew what has hap-
pening. I could see no evidence of lice on
any bird, but I knew they had to be there.
That clever, tiny parasite cannot fool me! 
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■ MAIN - One of the canaries in Pete’s aviay. INSET - Pete spots lice with his microscope.


