
in some bird groups, but not yet re p o rted in cranes.
Some cranes occasionally develop subcutaneous
emphysema. In this condition, air-filled pockets under
the skin occur along the thorax or over the thighs,
abdomen, neck, and even the head (Fig. .) .
Ge n e r a l l y, trauma, with ru p t u re of an air sac and
leakage of air under the skin, is suspected as the cause,
but often no wound can be found.

B o dy Condition Index and We i g h t. By palpat-
ing the breast (pectoral) muscles and sternum (keel),
the degree of development or atrophy of skeletal mus-
cles can be estimated and is re p o rted as the bird’s body
condition index (BCI) (Fig. .). A BCI of  or  (on a
scale of -) is indicative of a well-muscled or plump
b i rd and the pectoral muscles will be rounded con-
vexly from the keel. A bird with a BCI of  will have a
rather flat pro file to the pectoral muscles. A BCI of 
is a bird with a concave shape to the pectoral muscula-
t u re, and a BCI of  indicates seve re muscle atro p h y
and emaciation. Di f f e rences exist seasonally in indi-
viduals and from bird to bird: healthy wild cranes and
c a p t i ve cranes that fly free usually have more deve l-

oped pectoral muscles than birds with flight impair-
ment. Ge n e r a l l y, birds with amputations of a wing
h a ve a loss of pectoral musculature, especially on the
side of the amputation. The greatest value in using
BCI is not the comparison between birds, but rather a
comparison with previous BCI readings for the indi-
vidual. Caretakers should be trained to palpate and
re c o rd BCI any time a crane is handled.

A drop in BCI normally indicates weight loss 
and a possible medical problem. Weighing is the best
method for evaluating body condition and monitor-
ing a bird’s overall nutritional status. Di rect we i g h t s
can be taken as described in Chapter  (see Fig. .) .
Weight loss signals the need for a complete examina-
tion by the ve t e r i n a r i a n .

Abdomen. Gently palpate the abdomen for inter-
nal masses, fluid (ascites), or ovulated eggs. Ge n e r a l l y
the liver is not palpated unless enlarged. The gizzard
and intestines are easily palpated, and any cre p i t u s
(gas), excess fluid, thickening, or masses in the
intestines are possible to detect. The vent area should
be examined for lesions, growths, pro t rusions, and for
feces or urates accumulating on the feathers. A soiled
vent in young chicks is frequently a sign of diarrhea,
often caused by Es c h e r i c h i a c o l i infections (see Chapter
, Ve t e r i n a ry Techniques section). The uropygial or
p reen gland above the base of the tail can be palpated
for enlargement which can be caused by neoplasia,
impaction, or infection.

Skin and Plu m age. Examine the general condi-
tion of the skin and plumage. Look at the general leve l
of hydration as indicated by the elasticity of the skin.
Look for mites, lice, skin swellings (emphysema,
abscesses), and missing or damaged feathers. Du l l ,
split, or frayed feathers and stress bars across the feath-
ers can indicate nutritional deficiencies, hormonal
imbalances, or stress. Feather cysts and abnormally
d e veloped feathers are sometimes seen, especially on
the wings. Skin irritation and broken feathers or an
a rea of missing feathers on the thighs are seen in 
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Fig. 8.4. Subcutaneous emphysema over the head of a male
Greater Sandhill Crane. Ph oto David H. El l i s

Fig. 8.5. Body Condition Index (BCI) is an indicator of nutrition: cross section through mid sternum of Sandhill Crane (cavities are
t racheal passages). A rt Kate Spe n c e r
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