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Lab Pigeons (Columba livia) 

 

Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals 

Eighth edition, 2011, National Research Council 

 

Recommended minimum space for avian species housed in pairs or groups 

 Pigeons  

 Floor area/animal    0.8 ft2 

Height:  Cage height should be sufficient for the animals to comfortable stand 

erect with their feet on the floor.  

If it is necessary to house animals singly—for example, when justified for experimental 

purposes, for provision of veterinary care, or for incompatible animals—this arrangement 

should be for the shortest duration possible.  If single animals are housed in small enclosures, 

an opportunity for periodic release into larger enclosures with addition enrichment items 

should be considered, particularly for animals housed singly for extended periods of time.  

Singly housed animals may require more space per animal than recommended for pair-or 

group-housed animals, while larger groups may be housed at slightly higher densities.   

Training  :  Ensure that everyone who will be caring for or using pigeons is adequately trained 

and competent before any project begin.  Document the training. 

Recognition of pain and distress 

 Obvious signs such as feather loss unrelated to molting, excessive grooming, anxiety, 

pacing, and aggression can be signs of stress Signs of bullying may be visible around the head.   

A sick pigeon will fluff out its feathers as if it is cold.  Inspecting the droppings provides 

information about intestinal health.  A sick bird will have watery feces/urates instead of soft 

solid semi-formed piles.  This should be reported to the veterinarian immediately.  

 



 

Many illnesses will be associated with weight loss. Rapid weight loss in a bird is cause for 

concern.  If the breast bone can been easily seen or felt, the bird is malnourished and needs to 

be evaluated by a veterinarian. 

Obvious clinical signs such as bleeding, discharge, injury, weakness, imbalance, lethargy should 

immediately be reported to the veterinarian or facility manager.    

Adequate recording of daily weight and provisions of food/water 

 Fresh food and water must be offered daily and feeding/cage changes must be recorded 

for the entire colony, not just the food-regulated birds. Soiled water should be discarded and 

replaced with fresh water.      

Sanitation of cages and Skinner boxes 

 Good hygiene is an important part of maintaining a healthy colony of pigeons.  Cage 

pans are changed daily and cages/accessories should go through the cage wash on a regular 

basis.  To prevent transmission of diseases (bacterial, viral, or parasitic)  Skinner boxes should 

be cleaned and sanitized with dilute bleach at the end of each day after pigeon 

experimentation.  Pigeons should not be put into boxes that were used and left unclean from 

the previous day.  

 

 



Laboratory birds: Refinements in husbandry and procedures 

Fifth report of the BVAAWF/FRAME/RSPCA/UFAW Joint Working Group 

Whenever animals are used in laboratories, minimizing pain and distress should be as 

important an objective as achieving the experimental results.   

Vision:  eye and retina are highly developed in birds; birds have excellent color vision and may 

see colors that humans cannot imagine. 

Hearing:  Most birds can hear sounds between 1 and 5 kHz and pigeons are thought to hear 

even lower frequency sounds (environmental sounds such as volcanoes, earthquakes, 

lightening, etc). Ultrasound is unlikely to cause welfare problems.  (Humans hear sounds 

between 20 Hz to -20 kHz)  

Smell: 

The sense of smell has been thought to be less important for birds than mammals in general, as 

the olfactory organs and areas of the avian brain are relatively small. The threshold for olfactory 

sensitivity in most birds lies at around 1 ppm which is near the bottom of the range for 

vertebrates with moderate sensitivity.  

Taste:  Pigeons have very few taste buds compared to humans, but they can taste food and do 

have some food preferences.  

Touch and pain: There is no reason to believe that birds feel pain to a lesser degree than 

mammals. 

General Recommendations: 

1.  Assume that avian cognitive skills are equivalent to mammals and that birds need an 

appropriately stimulating environment 

2.  Make sure that the lab coats everyone wears are of the same color and that the color 

is not changed (this may be especially important in labs where there is a frequent 

change in personnel). 

3.  Remember that birds can detect changes in sound direction, so make sure that your 

approach is audible to birds to avoid startling them 

4.  Assume that the hearing range of birds is similar to humans and protect them from 

noises that would adversely affect human welfare 



5. Do not subject birds to infrasound (low freq noises) such as those that may come 

from vibrations) 

6.  Do not house birds where they will be able to smell predators 

7.  Consider a choice of different foods (may not be feasible with diet regulation studies) 

8. Assume that birds feel pain to the same degree as mammals and prevent/alleviate 

pain in birds when possible 

 

Transport and Acclimation: 

 

Caging:  Birds should have sufficient space to assume normal postures and engage in preening 

and feather maintenance 

Molting:  the periodic replacement of feathers, or molting is necessary to maintain the basic 

functions of plumage.  All birds shed and replace at least part of their plumage once a year or 

more usually between mid-July and mid-December. The duration of molting in captive birds is 

often longer than that observed in wild birds of the same species and may result in increased 

energy requirements. Molting appears to be more susceptible to variation in day length than to 

either light duration or intensity.  Maintaining birds under constant day length and temperature 

can lead to them undergoing a “soft molt” where plumage (other than flight feathers) is 

continually shed over a prolonged period.  

Protective clothing 

Wearing lab coats, gloves and face masks in a pigeon room or when handling pigeons is 

advisable for prevention of zoonotic viral and bacterial diseases.  We have had to treat pigeons 

that developed bacterial enteritis caused by zoonotic organisms such as coccidia, salmonella 

and E coli in the past.  Exposure to bird feathers and dander can also affect some people by 

causing allergic pneumonia.   

Catching and Handling  

All birds are liable to find restraint and handling extremely stressful. Catching and handling 

should be carried out confidently, only when necessary, and only by those who are competent 

to do it.  Training is essential for those who will be handling birds to prevent injuries to the birds 

and the handlers.  Even if there is no physical damage, the psychological stress will lead to 

greater fear, anxiety, and aggression the next time the bird has to be caught.  Many birds 



struggle and attempt to beat their wings when caught, so preventing or stopping this should be 

a priority to avoid wing damage and unnecessary stress.  The wings should be folded into their 

natural resting position and gently but firmly restrained.  This usually takes two hands when 

working with pigeons.  Birds should never be caught by the wings or carried by the wings or legs 

alone.   

 (See handling and restraint video) 

 It is vital to apply the correct amount of restraint when handling birds.  Great care must 

be taken to ensure that their breathing is not restricted or that restraint itself does not cause 

injury.  Birds do not have a muscular diaphragm and the lungs are fixed in the chest wall.  

Breathing is powered by the action of the sternum so movement of the sternum must never be 

impeded or the bird can rapidly suffocate. The trachea may become kinked if the head is 

twisted which will impede air flow. Care must also be taken not to obstruct the mouth or 

nostrils.   

 Adult birds are susceptible to hyperthermia during handling, especially if they become 

stressed and begin to struggle.  Birds commonly react to being handled by becoming aggressive 

or vocalizing and they may also employ anti-predator strategies such as panting, gaping, closing 

the eyes, and fluffing up the feathers.   

General Recommendations: 

1) Ensure that everyone who will be handling birds is trained and competent, and that 

all equipment is well maintained. 

2)  Remember that some birds will view humans as predators and may find handling 

extremely stressful.  

3) Never catch birds by the wings or carry them by the legs or wings alone. 

4) Hold birds securely so that they cannot damage their wings but never obstruct 

movement of the sternum or allow the neck to kink.   

Adult birds of any species over 0.5 kg should ideally be picked up by placing both hands 

firmly over the wings to prevent flapping.  Birds should be carried under the arm, with 

one hand under the body, palm up, so that the legs are restrained and with the other 

hand placed gently over the back and wings to prevent flapping.   No bird should ever be 

carried upside down by the legs and the wings should not be interlocked to restrain 

them.  A pigeon can be carried for short distances either under one arm or held in both 

hands, maintaining a firm grip around the body but taking care not to impede breathing.   



   
Reach over the bird with 
hands over the wings 

Pull it close to your body and 
hold it securely 

For body weight measurement, 
allow it to go head first into the 
pitcher 

   
Weigh immediately  Grasp the back end and pull it 

out of the picture while 
holding the wings 

Put the bird back in the cage head 
first.  

 

Human Safety 

Most birds are averse to handling and are liable to defend themselves in a variety of ways by a 

combination of pecking, kicking, scratching, and beating with the wings. 

 Recommendations:   

• Make sure that correct handling techniques are demonstrated to everyone and that 

handlers are competent and empathetic. 

• Remember that birds will defend themselves.  Be prepared to restrain them firmly but 

do not risk obstructing their breathing or causing them physical damage.  

• If protocols require a lot of handling, begin habituating birds as early as possible and 

reward them regularly.  Rewards should be positive additions over and above routine 



food, water, and social interactions whenever possible.  Black oil sunflower seeds 

(shelled) and peanuts (shelled) seem to be highly 

preferred by pigeons.  

 

Indoor Housing: 

 If birds must be housed indoors, 

consideration should be given to providing 

sufficient quality and quantity space to allow a 

range of behaviors, including flight, whenever 

possible.  Pigeons have been demonstrated to 

express a strong preference for aviaries that are 

large enough for them to fly.  If pigeons must be 

housed in cages for scientific reasons, consider using modified rabbit cages with shelving, 

perches, and toys rather than standard pigeon cages.  Access to a flight room with a range of 

shelves and perches on vertical walls will facilitate natural behavior, exercise, and social 

interaction and can be a good alternative to smaller cages provided that birds are carefully 

monitored to ensure that subordinate birds are not bullied. Providing escape areas for more 

timid animals will help prevent injury. 

 Catching birds:  If pigeons must be handled frequently, nesting areas should be provided 

so that the birds can be trained to retreat to the nest area for capture (ie feeding birds in cages 

where they can be captured).  Birds can become tame with daily training and positive 

reinforcement.   

 Perching:  A separate perching area for each bird will allow birds to establish their own 

territory, reducing fighting and facilitating easy capture.  Pigeon perches are flat, not round and 

can be purchased or made in a flat or V-

shaped design.  For laboratory animal use, 

the perch must be non-porous and washable 

in hot water.  

 

 

 

 



Diet 

  Lab pigeons are fed Purina Pigeon Checkers 5045 which is intended to be a complete 

ration.  Oyster shell and mineral grit must be available at all times and fresh water is needed 

daily. Both grit and water should be provided in covered containers to prevent the birds from 

fouling them.  

 

Environmental stimulation 

  Pigeons are often housed in barren conditions in the laboratory, but they will benefit 

from and make good use of large pens supplied with flat perches and enrichment items.  

Pigeons have been found to benefit from toys such as bird bells, mirrors, or rubber toys hung 

from chains, but need to be introduced to new items slowly.  Pigeons also enjoy showers, which 

can be constructed using water sprinkler systems or shallow baths; although birds must be 

monitored to ensure that they do not become chilled. 

 

Foraging behavior 

 Food should be available in the morning as that is when pigeons tend to feed most by 

choice.  Part of the normal diet or additional treats should be scattered among the substrate on 

the floor, turf, or in separate trays to encourage foraging behavior.   

 

Training and rewards 

 Food rewards can be used to train birds to perform simple or more complex tasks.  

Favorite rewards include seeds such as pinhead oats, hemp with peanuts, popcorn, and 

mealworms.  (Also read that black oil sunflower seeds without shells are a favorite). 

 

Websites: 

Global Pigeon Supplies   www.globalpigeon.com 


