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WEB NECROSIS IN MUTE SWANS - A REPORT OF AN OUTBRFAK*

In August and early September, 1967, a total of 22 mute swans

(Cygnus olor) was submitted to the Diagnostic Laboratory of the Depart-
ment of Animal Pathology, University of Rhode Island, by the RI. State
Department of Natural Resources. These swans were mainly taken from

the Pawcatuck River near Westerly, RI.; however, three were from waters
near Little Compton, RI. The diseased swans were observed when the
birds were caught for routine banding and sexing. Eighteen of the swans
were male, two were female, and the sex of two was not recorded. The

banding period had been scheduled to correspond with the time of molting.

All 22 swans submitted showed necrotic lesions involving the foot

web alone or of the foot web and one or more of the interphalangeal joints.

The lesions of the foot webs varied in severeity, from a small irregular

leathery necrotic lesion of one web to lesions so extensive that the webs
were completely eroded from both feet. The area at the margin between

the necrotic tissue and the healthy tissue was usually swollen, reddened

and warm. In some swans the interphalangeal joints of the digits were very
swollen, abnormally warm and tender. These joints usually contained an

increased amount of viscid synovial fluid. The joint involvement only

occurred in swans that had necrotic lesions involving the webs of the feet.

In a few of the cases the inflammation extended to the tarsometatarso-
phalangeal joint. In the most severe cases the flesh had fallen off the distal

portion of one or more digits exposing the phalangeal bones. Figures 1 and

2 show some of the diseased foot webs. The general condition of the swans

varied with the extent of the lesions. Those with lesions involving the

interphalangeal joint were usually poorly fleshed and inactive.
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Samples of joint fluid, and tissue o.f the involved webs were taken
from several swans for microbiological determinations. Web tissues were

also collected for histological examination. Paraffin sections of these tissues
were stained with hematoxylin-cosin and by Gridley’s technique. The
bacteriological examination consisted of inoculating blood and PPLO agar
plates and incubating them �at 37 C under aerobic and anaerobic conditions.
Tissue fragments and joint fluids were also inoculated onto potato and

Sabouraud’s agar and incubated at 21 C to determine the presence of fungi.

Chicken embryo kidney cells were inoculated with tissue suspensions in

the search for viruses.

At the time of submission all swans were placed in clean, dry quarters

and fed grass clippings and chicken pellets. Approximately half of the
diseased swans were injected every other day for two weeks with antibiotics

and their foot lesions sprayed with an �antifungal preparation.

Histologically, the foot-web lesion consisted of hyperkeratosis of the

epidermis and thickening of dermal layers. The epidermal layers in many

places showed areas of necrosis. Branching and septate hyphae, indistin-
guishable from those of Aspergillus, were often found in the necrotic zones.

Chronic inflammatory lesions were found in the dermis. These consisted
of proliferating fibroblasts, lymphocytes, and a few heterophilic leucocytes.

The bacteriological and virological examinations were negative; however.
Aspergillus and several other genera of fungi were found on the plates

inoculated with the tissue fragments.

Although fungi were found in the stained tissue sections and were
isolated from tissue suspensions, it is the authors’ opinion that the fungi

were secondary invaders and were only found in the tissue after it had
been debilitated by some obscure injury or by a bacterial or viral infection.

Three of the diseased swans succumbed to the disease, and two were

sacrificed in the collection of tissues. The rest showed a gradual improve-
ment in general condition and the inflammation of their webs and joints

subsided. When it was felt the swans had recovered sufficiently, they were
released. The treatment procedure did not alter the rate or extent of
recovery.
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