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The Sneaky Parasite Puppies Pick
Up Fast

This pesky parasite might be small, but it's persistent. Understanding how it spreads, spotting the signs early, and acting fast are your best
tools to protect your pup.

Reviewed by Dr. Elizabeth Hardoon

STORY AT-A-GLANCE

e Coccidia is a microscopic intestinal parasite that commonly infects puppies, causing diarrhea, dehydration, and
weakness. However, it's treatable and preventable with quick veterinary care and hygiene

e Puppies pick up coccidia by licking or sniffing contaminated feces, soil, or prey animals. The parasite's hardy

eggs can survive for months in damp environments

e Symptoms include watery or bloody diarrhea, lethargy, loss of appetite, and dehydration. Severe infections can

quickly become dangerous, especially for very young or stressed puppies

e \Veterinarians diagnose coccidia with a fecal exam and treat it using prescription antiparasitic medications,
along with fluids and a gentle diet

e Prevention is simple but highly important; clean up feces promptly, disinfect regularly, manage stress, and
schedule fecal checks to protect your pup and stop reinfection in multi-dog homes

You bring home your new puppy, a bundle of joy, bouncing with curiosity and energy. Everything is exciting — the
smells, the toys, even the yard. But amid all that discovery lies a tiny, invisible threat that spreads faster than you might
imagine. This hidden hitchhiker can upset your pup's stomach, sap their energy, and, in some cases, make them
dangerously ill.

It's called coccidia; a microscopic parasite that often sneaks into puppies' systems before you even know it's there.
These parasites cause a disease called coccidiosis, which is one of the most common intestinal infections seen in young
dogs, particularly in those under 6 months old. Fortunately, with prompt veterinary care and good hygiene it's both
treatable and preventable.

What Exactly Is Coccidia?

Coccidia are microscopic one-celled organisms (protozoa) that infect the intestinal lining of dogs. They're not worms,
and you won't see them in your dog's stool. Instead, they live and reproduce inside the cells of the gut wall, damaging
them as they multiply.

When this happens, the intestine can't absorb nutrients properly, leading to diarrhea, dehydration, and weight loss —

especially in puppies or dogs with weak immune systems.'%3
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Because coccidia are microscopig, it's easy to confuse them with other intestinal parasites like roundworms,
hookworms, or giardia. But they're different in several ways:

e (Coccidia are protozoa, not worms, and are not treated with most common puppy dewormers.

e Roundworms and hookworms are visible to the naked eye, appearing as white spaghetti or thread shaped
worms, and are both treated with standard dewormers.

e Giardia is another protozoan but affects both dogs and people (zoonotic) and can be treated by some types of
dewormers used for other parasites (such as fenbendazole). Coccidia in dogs (Cystoisospora) is species-
specific, so it does not infect humans.

The important takeaway is that routine dewormers don't kill coccidia; you'll need specific medication from your vet if

your dog tests positive.

How Puppies Catch It So Easily

Puppies are natural explorers who love to sniff, lick, and taste just about everything they can find. That curiosity is one
of the reasons they're so vulnerable.

Coccidia are shed in the feces of infected animals as tiny eggs called oocysts. These oocysts aren't immediately
harmful; they need a few hours in warm, moist conditions to become infective. Once they "mature," they're ready to
invade the next host. A puppy can get infected by:

e Sniffing or licking contaminated soil or grass
e Eating feces from another animal (even accidentally)
e Licking their paws after walking through contaminated areas

e Ingesting small prey animals like mice or rodents that carry the parasite

Even a perfectly clean-looking yard can harbor coccidia eggs, as these microscopic structures are remarkably tough —

they can survive for months in damp environments and even endure freezing temperatures.*

Because puppies' immune systems are still developing, they can't fight off infection as effectively as adults. That's why
coccidia most often strikes between 3 and 6 months of age — right when pups are weaning, adjusting to new homes,
and dealing with other stressors that weaken immunity.

The Invisible Trouble Inside the Gut

Once a dog swallows coccidia eggs, the parasites travel to the intestines. There, they invade the cells lining the gut and
begin to reproduce. Each generation bursts out of its host cell, destroying it and spreading to others.

This ongoing cycle damages the intestinal wall, disrupting digestion and absorption. Nutrients that should nourish
your puppy instead pass through the system unused, while inflammation causes watery diarrhea that's sometimes
streaked with mucus or blood.



In mild infections, your puppy might seem fine. But in more serious cases, the symptoms can escalate quickly, leading
to dangerous dehydration. That's why early recognition is key.

Signs Your Puppy Might Have Coccidia

Coccidiosis doesn't always announce itself loudly. Some dogs carry the parasite without showing symptoms — these
are known as subclinical infections. But when the immune system is stressed or the parasite load gets too high, illness

can develop. Watch for these signs:

e Intermittent watery or mucus-filled diarrhea

e Stools with blood

e |ethargy or weakness

e Loss of appetite

e Vomiting

e Weight loss or failure to thrive

e Dry, dull hair coat

e A "pot-bellied" look (from gas and inflammation)

e Dehydration (dry gums, sunken eyes, excessive thirst)

If your puppy shows any of these symptoms when you first bring them home or after being in an area with higher risk
of exposure such as a kennel, animal shelter or dog park; it's time to call your vet.>® Remember to bring a stool sample

with you to your vet appointment for diagnosis.

While adult dogs can carry coccidia, they rarely show symptoms. Their immune systems are mature and can suppress
the infection before it causes illness. However, they can still shed the parasite in their stool, unknowingly
contaminating the environment for puppies or other pets. This is why multi-dog households or breeding facilities are
particularly vulnerable — one silent carrier can spread the parasite to an entire litter in a matter of days.

The type of coccidia that infects dogs (Cystoisospora) is not contagious to humans. That means your pup can't give
you their infection. However, other species of protozoa, such as Cryptosporidium, can infect both humans and animals.

While it's relatively uncommon, it's a good reminder that hand-washing and proper hygiene are essential whenever

handling pet waste or cleaning contaminated areas.’

Why Stress Makes Puppies More Vulnerable

Puppies under stress are much more likely to show symptoms of coccidia infection. Stress can weaken the immune

system, giving parasites an opportunity to multiply unchecked. Stress triggers include:

e Weaning
e Transport to a new home
e \accinations

e (Changes in diet



e Boarding or kenneling

e Overcrowded or unsanitary conditions

This is why outbreaks often occur in shelters, kennels, or breeder facilities where young dogs live close together.
Keeping stress low, maintaining hygiene, and ensuring puppies eat a balanced diet all help keep their immune systems
strong enough to resist infection. Additional supplements such as probiotics also keep the gut healthy and boost

resistance.

How Vets Diagnose Coccidia

Diagnosis starts with a fecal exam. Your veterinarian will examine a small stool sample under a microscope, looking for
coccidia eggs. Because it takes a few days after infection for dogs to start shedding eggs, an early test may come back
negative even if the puppy is infected.

If symptoms persist, your vet may recommend retesting a few days later. In very severe cases, additional diagnostics
such as bloodwork may help assess dehydration or secondary infection.

Sometimes, a fecal test may show coccidia species that don't actually infect dogs, like Eimeria from rabbits or
rodents.8 If your dog ingests the stool of one of these animals the parasite can pass through their intestinal tract
without causing infection. These are "false alarms" — signs your pup ate something they shouldn’t, but not a real

infection.

Clearing Out the Parasite — Coccidia Treatment

Fortunately, treatment for coccidia is straightforward and very effective when started early. The main medication
prescribed is sulfadimethoxine, an antibiotic that stops the parasite from reproducing. Treatment usually lasts five to 14
days, depending on the severity of infection.

For puppies suffering from severe diarrhea or dehydration, supportive care is essential. This might include:

e Fluids and electrolytes to restore hydration

e Bland diets or herbal therapy to soothe the gut
e Anti-nausea medication

e Anti-diarrhea medication

e Probiotics to help rebalance the intestinal microbiome

Most dogs begin to recover within a few days of starting treatment, though the medication course should always be
completed to prevent recurrence.

How to Stop Coccidia Reinfection

Here's the tricky part — even after successful treatment, coccidia can easily return if the environment isn't thoroughly
cleaned. Because the oocysts are so resilient, they can cling to kennel surfaces, soil, toys, and bedding. To break the

cycle:



e Pick up feces immediately — Coccidia eggs become infective within hours after being passed, so prompt

cleanup is your best defense.

e Disinfect thoroughly — Diluted bleach (1 cup per gallon of water) can kill many oocysts, but always spot
test first, as bleach can damage some surfaces. Steam cleaning is another excellent option since high heat

destroys coccidia eggs.
e Wash bedding and toys in hot, soapy water and dry completely.
o Bathe your dog after treatment to remove any lingering eggs from their fur.

e Avoid high-risk areas (like dog parks or communal kennels) until your puppy's stool tests clear.

Keeping Coccidia Away for Good

There's no vaccine for coccidia, so prevention depends on clean habits and awareness. Here's how to protect your pup:

1. Keep the environment clean — Pick up feces daily, especially in shared spaces. Oocysts mature quickly, so
even a few hours of delay will give them time to become infectious. Regular cleaning and disinfection with a
solution containing bleach or natural essential oils that have coccidia killing properties (such as oregano,
cinnamon, eucalyptus and citrus) keeps risk low.

2. Practice good hygiene — Wash hands after handling waste, disinfect bowls and toys, and wash bedding
weekly. Clean up any accidents promptly and avoid letting your dog drink from puddles or communal water

bowls.

3. Schedule routine vet visits — Always bring a stool sample to your puppy’s first vet appointment to screen
for parasites. Stool samples should also be checked at your annual or bi-annual vet visit. Early detection helps

prevent widespread contamination.

4. Manage stress — A calm, consistent routine with plenty of rest, gentle training, and proper nutrition can
strengthen your dog'’s immune system and reduce vulnerability. If your pup is stressed consider using
homeopathic flower essence remedies, herbal supplements for calming or lavender essential oils to help them

relax.

5. Control hunting behavior — Keep your dog from catching and eating small animals like mice or rabbits, as

these can carry coccidia or other parasites.

6. Watch for signs — If diarrhea, vomiting, or lethargy occur, contact your vet promptly. Early treatment means

faster recovery and less spread.

Coccidia in Multi-Dog Homes

If you have multiple dogs, an outbreak can spread fast — especially if one is a puppy. Adult dogs may appear healthy
but shed eggs that infect younger or weaker animals. In these situations, test all dogs, not just the one with symptoms

and treat any positives simultaneously to avoid passing it back and forth.

e Disinfect shared areas (yards, runs, food and water bowls).

e Isolate puppies until they're cleared by your vet.

Even after successful treatment, keep monitoring stools for any recurrence.



How to Support Recovery at Home

Once your dog starts treatment, you can help the healing process by focusing on comfort and hydration.

e Hydration is key — Diarrhea leads to fluid loss, which can cause dehydration quickly in small puppies. Keep
fresh water available at all times, and ask your vet whether electrolyte supplements might help. You can also
offer your pet a small amount of water mixed with bone broth or goat milk for additional hydration
periodically throughout the day; just store any unused portions in the fridge.

e Feed a gentle diet — Offer bland, easily digestible foods such as boiled chicken with rice or turkey with
pumpkin or sweet potato. Avoid fatty treats or sudden food changes during recovery.

e Promote gut health — Probiotics may help restore healthy bacteria disrupted by infection and medication.
You can try adding a small amount of goat milk, plain greek yogurt or kefir to your pet's diet for a natural
source of probiotics. Your vet can also recommend probiotic blends that come in a powder or a fast acting

paste for your pet.

e Rest and reassurance — A calm environment allows the body to heal. Keep your pup rested and avoid over-

excitement or excessive exercise while your puppy recovers.

e Follow-up testing — Once treatment is complete, your vet may recommend a repeat fecal exam to confirm

that all oocysts are gone.

In most cases, coccidia causes mild to moderate illness. But untreated infections in puppies can become life-
threatening. Prompt treatment can mean the difference between a quick recovery and a severe health crisis, so seek
veterinary attention right away if you notice these signs in your dog:

e Persistent vomiting

e Refusing food or water for more than 24 hours
e Blood in stool

e Appears weak or unsteady

e Has sunken eyes or tacky gums (signs of dehydration)

Coccidia Awareness Is Protection

Coccidia might be invisible, but the results can be messy — and heartbreaking if left unchecked. Puppies are explorers
by nature, and that curiosity puts them at risk. The good news? With early detection, proper treatment, and good
hygiene, you can stop this sneaky parasite in its tracks.

Puppies grow fast — but so do parasites. Stay one step ahead, and your furry friend will stay happy, healthy, and

parasite-free.
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