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Protective roles of free avian respiratory 
macrophages in captive birds
Mbuvi P. Mutua1*, Shadrack Muya2 and Muita M. Gicheru1

Abstract 

In the mammalian lung, respiratory macrophages provide front line defense against invading pathogens and particu‑
late matter. In birds, respiratory macrophages are known as free avian respiratory macrophages (FARM) and a dearth 
of the cells in the avian lung has been purported to foreordain a weak first line of pulmonary defense, a condition 
associated with high mortality of domestic birds occasioned by respiratory inflictions. Avian pulmonary mechanisms 
including a three tiered aerodynamic filtration system, tight epithelial junctions and an efficient mucociliary escala‑
tor system have been known to supplement FARM protective roles. Current studies, however, report FARM to exhibit 
an exceptionally efficient phagocytic capacity and are effective in elimination of invading pathogens. In this review, 
we also report on effects of selective synthetic peroxisome proliferator activated receptor gamma (PPAR γ) agonists 
on non phlogistic phagocytic properties in the FARM. To develop effective therapeutic interventions targeting FARM 
in treatment and management of respiratory disease conditions in the poultry, further studies are required to fully 
understand the role of FARM in innate and adaptive immune responses.
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Introduction
In the mammalian lung, respiratory macrophages provide 
first line of defense where they expunge and remove par-
ticulate matter and kill invading pathogens [1]. The cells 
are resident and numerous on the luminal surface of alve-
oli, a strategic location that enables them to internalize 
and kill pathogens before breaking the epithelia barrier 
with a possibility of causing local and systemic infec-
tions [2]. While substantial data on the protective roles of 
mammalian respiratory macrophages is well documented 
[3, 4], little is known about the free avian respiratory 
macrophages (FARM) [5]. Despite different resident tis-
sue macrophages being phenotypically and functionally 
distinct [4], some investigators have extrapolated data on 
avian blood monocytes, splenic macrophages and perito-
neal macrophages to apply to the FARM [5].

The avian lung is susceptible to respiratory inflictions 
owing to its anatomical features that distinguish it from 

the mammalian lung. The avian blood-gas respiratory 
tissue barrier is 56–67 % thinner than that of a mammal 
of equivalent body weight and the respiratory surface 
is 15 % greater [6]. Skin inflictions predispose the avian 
respiratory system to airborne infections such as air sac-
culitis, a condition enhanced by some air sacs diverticu-
lae that extend beyond the coelomic cavity and lie near 
the skin surface [7]. Additionally, among the vertebrates, 
birds have the most efficient respiratory system that 
extracts 60 % of inhaled oxygen compared to mammalian 
lung that extracts 27 % of oxygen in inspired air, predis-
posing the avian lung air sac system to oxidative stress 
[8]. The vast and attenuated avian blood-gas respiratory 
tissue barrier not only enhances flux of gases by diffu-
sion, but also facilitates invasion of the lungs by particu-
lates and pathogens [9]. Without development of an apt 
pulmonary defense system, birds would be more vulner-
able to respiratory disease conditions.

Lavage of avian lungs yields few FARM
Although lavage of mammalian lung recovers numer-
ous respiratory macrophages [10], lavage of avian 
lungs is associated with failure to recover FARM [13]. 
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However, under non inflammatory conditions, some 
studies report recovery of few FARM through repeated 
lavages of the parabronchial avian lungs [11, 12]. On 
average, the number of respiratory macrophages har-
vested by lavage of mammalian lungs exceeds the 
number of FARM recovered by similar method in 
captive birds by approximately 20 times. The aver-
age number of FARM in the rock dove is 1.6 × 105 [9] 
while that in the domestic fowl and turkey is 2.5 × 105 
and 1.15 × 106 respectively [10, 12]. Lavage of rat and 
hamster lungs yielded 8.5  ×  106 and 4.64  ×  106 res-
piratory macrophages respectively [10, 14]. An average 
of 1.1  ×  106 FARM and 1.5  ×  107 respiratory mac-
rophages were harvested by lavage of domestic duck 
and rabbit respectively [15]. Paucity of FARM in avian 
lungs has been purported to foreordain a weak first 
line of defense against invading particulate matter and 
pathogens, a condition that has been used to explain 
high mortality among the captive birds to respiratory 
disease conditions [16].

Survey of FARM in the avian lung
According to a review by [5], study of the avian cellular 
defenses processes is important for: (i) evaluation of drug 
delivery by aerosolization in a complex respiratory sys-
tem, (ii) understanding the evolution of pulmonary cel-
lular protection mechanisms and (iii) understanding the 
pathogenesis of respiratory disease conditions in birds. 
Microscopic techniques have been used to survey dis-
tribution of FARM in the avian lung. Numerous FARM 
have been localized in the atrial and infundibular sub-
epithelium but the cells are absent in the air capillaries 
[17]. Morphologically, FARM are similar to mammalian 
alveolar macrophages exhibiting characteristic eccen-
tric nucleus, a plasma membrane ruffled with filopodial 
extensions and lysosomes which appear as electron cyto-
plasmic vesicular bodies [15, 29].

The role of FARM in avian pulmonary defense
According to [5], dearth of FARM in the avian respira-
tory system could imply: (a) a weak first line of defense 
of the avian respiratory system, (b) FARM population 
on the respiratory surface increases following transmi-
gration of the cells from the avian lung subepithelium 
or vascular system in response to invading particu-
lates and pathogens, (c) evolution of supplementary 
defenses, (d) FARM are efficiently cytotoxic to patho-
gens, or/and (e) FARM are quantitatively fewer but 
highly phagocytic. Existing data on the protective roles 
of FARM negate the assertion that dearth of the cells 
foreordains a weak first line of defense in the avian lung 
as outlined below.

FARM transmigrate into avian lung in response 
to infections
Transmigration of FARM during repeated washings of 
avian lungs has been reported by [10, 12], a property 
that was investigated to examine the role of vaccines in 
enhancing FARM innate immunity in birds. Following 
intra-tracheal delivery of live but apathogenic Pasteurella 
multocida vaccine in chickens, [18] observed a threefold 
increase in the number of FARM harvested by lavage. 
However, the activated FARM showed pick of transmi-
gration into the lung after 8  h post-inoculation and the 
FARM numbers reduced substantially after 3–4  days. 
The FARM were highly phagocytic and exhibited excep-
tional bactericidal activity. Further, chickens yielding 
a high number of FARM did not show any sign of res-
piratory disease, a concept [18] referred to as preventive 
activation.

Pulmonary mechanisms supplementing protective roles 
of FARM
The ciliated epithelia lining trachea, primary bronchus 
and proximal portions of secondary bronchi supple-
ment the FARM by removing particulates and patho-
gens through an efficient mucociliary escalator system 
enriched by mucus [19]. Further, the ciliated epithelial 
linings of the avian respiratory system have tight junc-
tions offering a physical barrier against entry of microbes 
[20, 21].

Deposition of fine particulates in the avian system 
depicts an efficient three tiered aerodynamic filtration 
system. Detailed study by [22] showed that the depo-
sition and clearance of particles on the avian airways is 
a function of particle size. Large particles (3.7–7  µm in 
diameter) are deposited and removed in the nasal cavi-
ties and proximal trachea. Midsize particles (1.1 µm) are 
trapped primarily in the lung and cranial air sacs while 
smaller particles (0.091 µm) pass through the entire lung 
and are finally trapped in abdominal air sacs.

Removal of small inert particles (non–toxic iron oxide 
aerosol, particle diameter 0.18  µm) from the lung was 
first investigated by [23] in a duck model. It was shown 
that these particles were not only phagocytosed by FARM 
but also by epithelial cells of the atria. These observations 
were subsequently confirmed in chickens, pigeons and 
ducks by [9]. From this work a picture emerges that epi-
thelial cells and FARM play a crucial role in removal of 
particles from the air on their way to the thin, extensive 
and highly vulnerable tissue of the gas exchange area [24].

FARM are cytotoxic to pathogens
The role of FARM in pathogenesis of aspergillosis was 
recently evaluated using Aspergillus fumigatus conidia. 
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Pigeon FARM co-cultured with A. fumigatus conidia 
internalized and killed substantial amount of conidia. 
However, exposure of FARM to numerous conidia over-
whelmed the ability the FARM to phagocytose and 
eliminate the spores. A small proportion of internalized 
conidia germinated in the FARM wit subsequent degen-
eration and necrosis of the macrophages [25]. Impair-
ment of FARM function observed with A. fumigatus 
conidia overload has been reported in other works. Par-
ticle overload in macrophages, for instance, has been 
reported by [26] who concluded that macrophages can 
only engulf up to a given maximum volume of particles. 
Alveolar macrophage function has been reported to be 
impaired when an average 6 % of its volume is filled by 
phagocytosed particles [27], a suggestion that particle 
overload plays a role in the breaching of the pulmonary 
epithelia barrier.

FARM are exceptionally phagocytic cells
Comparative in  vitro studies on the phagocytic capaci-
ties of FARM and alveolar macrophages harvested by 
pulmonary lavage confirm FARM to have a significantly 
higher phagocytic index than the alveolar macrophages. 
In a study by [28], chicken FARM and rat alveolar mac-
rophages were co-cultured with polystyrene particles 
and the subsequent analyzed volume density of internal-
ized particles per unit volume of a cell was higher in the 
FARM. The volume density of phagocytized particles in 
the chicken FARM and rat alveolar macrophages was 
23 and 5 % respectively [28]. The study further reported 
chicken erythrocytes recovered by lavage to be phago-
cytic; however, it remains to be shown whether this is 
an inherent property of avian nucleated erythrocytes. 
The FARM phagocytic index reported in this study was 
collaborated by a recent study in which chicken FARM 
co-cultured with polystyrene particles had a phagocytic 
capacity of 21  %, [29]. In a study by [15], FARM recov-
ered by lavage of domestic duck lungs were reported to 
phagocytose more particles than alveolar macrophages 
harvested by similar method in the rabbits. The phago-
cytic index measured as a function of volume density of 
particles phagocytosed per unit volume of a duck FARM 
and a rabbit alveolar macrophage was 20 and 9 % respec-
tively [15]. These experimental data support the assertion 
that FARM exhibit an exceptionally efficient phagocytic 
ability.

Effects of PPAR γ ligands on FARM
Peroxisome proliferator activated receptors (PPAR) are 
transcription ligand activated nuclear receptors [30] and 
three isoforms: PPAR α, PPAR β and PPAR γ have been 
identified [31]. The PPAR γ protein is predominantly 
expressed in the adipose tissue [32]. Later the protein 

was also found to be expressed in immune cells including 
monocytes and macrophages [33]. Thiazolidinediones 
are selective synthetic PPAR γ ligands [34] and treatment 
of respiratory macrophages with high doses of selective 
synthetic PPAR γ ligands induces non phlogistic phago-
cytic properties in the cells with subsequent clearance 
of inflammatory sites in the mammalian lung [34]. Non 
phlogistic phagocytosis is characterized by enhanced 
ability to internalize particles and pathogens with attenu-
ated production of proinflammatory cytokines by phago-
cytic cells [35].

Avian respiratory disorders are characterized by 
inflammation of the respiratory epithelium which is a 
complex biological response of lung and other tissues to 
harmful stimuli such as pathogens, damaged cells, or irri-
tants such as reactive oxygen species [36]. Even though 
Inflammation is a protective attempt by an organism to 
remove the injurious stimuli as well as initiating the heal-
ing process for the tissue [37], prolonged inflammation 
has been associated with respiratory epithelial tissue 
destruction and pathogenesis of disease conditions such 
as aspergillosis in captive birds [38].

A review by [39] observes that “an understanding of 
the mechanisms and molecules that enhance FARM to 
regulate immune and inflammatory responses may per-
mit the development of products, diets, or husbandry 
techniques to modulate immunity for the enhancement 
of the productivity of poultry”. Five specific rationales 
for modulating FARM function in poultry have been 
suggested by [39]. These are: (a) providing enhanced or 
sustained immune response to infectious organisms; (b) 
enhancement and direction of vaccination responses; (c) 
mitigation of immunosuppression arising from infec-
tious diseases, dietary toxins, or stress; (d) accelerating 
the development and maturation of the immune system; 
(e) inducing tolerance to nonpathogenic environmen-
tal immunogens; and (f ) mitigating the catabolic conse-
quences of an immune response.

In a recent study that elucidated the anti-inflammatory 
roles of selective synthetic PPAR γ in FARM, chicken 
FARM were treated with high dose of troglitazone, a 
selective synthetic PPAR γ ligand. The study demon-
strated that selective synthetic PPAR γ ligands improve 
the ability of freshly harvested FARM to internalize par-
ticles. The volume density of internalized particles per 
unit volume of a FARM was 41 and 21 % in treated and 
untreated FARM [29]. The study further observed that 
treatment of the FARM with PPAR γ ligands attenuated 
proinflammatory cytokine production in activated FARM 
[29]. These data indicate that synthetic PPAR γ ligands 
could be used to improve the ability of FARM to resolve 
inflammatory disease condition through non phlogistic 
clearance of inflammatory sites in the avian lung.
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Conclusions
Paucity of FARM in the avian lung may not necessar-
ily imply a weak first line of pulmonary defense. FARM, 
with exceptional bactericidal ability, transmigrate into 
avian lung in response to infections. An efficient aero-
dynamic filtration system, tight epithelial junctions that 
provide a physical barrier against invading pathogens 
and ciliated epithelium in the trachea and bronchi which 
removes foreign substances through an efficient muco-
ciliary escalator system, supplement the protective roles 
of FARM. Available experimental data confirm FARM to 
have exceptionally efficient phagocytic ability. Recently, 
selective synthetic PPAR γ ligands have been shown 
to induce non phlogistic phagocytic properties in the 
FARM, a necessary condition for resolution of inflam-
matory disease conditions in the lungs. To develop 
effective therapeutic interventions targeting FARM in 
treatment and management of respiratory disease condi-
tions in the poultry, further studies are required to fully 
understand the role of FARM in innate and adaptive 
immune responses.

Authors’ contributions
MPM wrote the manuscript. MSh and MG read and improved the manuscript. 
All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Author details
1 Department of Zoological Sciences, Kenyatta University, P.O. 
Box 43844‑00100, Nairobi, Kenya. 2 Department of Zoology, Jomo Kenyatta 
University of Agriculture and Technology, P.O. Box 62000‑00200, Nairobi, Kenya. 

Acknowledgements
We are grateful to Louise Bowditch, Boston, USA for funding this review.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 4 January 2016   Accepted: 9 June 2016

References
	1.	 Geiser M, Baumann M, Cruz–Orive Hof V, Waber U, Gehr P. The effect 

of particle inhalation on macrophage number and phagocytic activity 
in the intrapulmonary conducting airways. Am J Respir Cell Mol Biol. 
2002;10:594–603.

	2.	 Kazuhiro A, Shigekazu S, Takafumi S, Kingo C, Hirotoshi N. Antiinflam‑
matory roles of peroxisome proliferator activated receptor γ in human 
alveolar macrophages. Am J Respir Crit Care Med. 2004;169:195–200.

	3.	 Green GM, Kass EH. The role of alveolar macrophages in the clearance of 
bacteria from the lung. J Exp Med. 1964;119:167–76.

	4.	 Brain JD. Macrophages in the respiratory tract. Am Physiol Soc. 
1985;1:447–71.

	5.	 Maina JN. Some recent advances on the study and understanding of the 
functional design of the avian lung: morphological and morphometric 
perspectives. Biol Rev Camb Philos Soc. 2002;77:97–152.

	6.	 Maina JM, Abdalla MA, Kings AS. Light microscopic morphometry of the 
lungs of 19 avian species. Acta Anat. 1982;112:264–70.

	7.	 Bezuidenhout AJ, Groenewalid HB, Soley JT. An anatomical study of the 
respiratory air sacs in ostriches. Ondersterproot J Vet Res. 2000;66:317–25.

	8.	 Prosser C. Comparative animal physiology. Philadelphia: WB Saunders; 
1950.

	9.	 Maina JN, Cowley HM. Ultra-structural characterization of the pulmonary 
cellular defenses in the lung of a bird, the rock dove, Columbia livia. R Soc 
Lond. 1998;256:1567–72.

	10.	 Brain JD, Frank NR. Recovery of free cells from rat lungs by repeated 
washings. J Appl Physiol. 1968;25:63–9.

	11.	 Toth TE, Siegel PB. Cellular defense for the avian respiratory tract: paucity 
of free residing macrophages in the normal chicken. Avian Disease. 
1986;30:67–75.

	12.	 Toth TE, Siegel PB, Veit H. Cellular defense of the avian respiratory 
system-influx of phagocytes: elicitation versus activation. Avian Disease. 
1987;30:67–75.

	13.	 Ficken MD, Edwards JF, Lay JC. Induction, collection, and partial char‑
acterization of induced respiratory macrophages of the turkey. Avian 
Disease. 1986;30:766–71.

	14.	 Ficken MD, Barnes HJ. Acute air sacculitis in turkey inoculated with Pas-
teurella multocida. Avian Disease. 1989;26:231–7.

	15.	 Mutua PM, Gicheru MM, Makanya AN, Kiama SG. Comparative quantita‑
tive and qualitative attributes of free surface respiratory macrophages in 
the duck and rabbit. Int J Morphol. 2011;2:353–62.

	16.	 Currie RJW. Ascites in poultry: recent investigations. Avian Pathol. 
1999;28:313–26.

	17.	 Kilka E, Scheuermann MHA, Lasseel DG, Bazant-ova I, Switka A. Pulmonary 
macrophages in birds (barn owl, Tyto tyto alba), domestic fowl (Gallus 
gallus f domesticus), quail (Cotunix cotunix), and pigeons (Columbia livia). 
Anat Rec. 1996;246:97–107.

	18.	 Toth TE, Pyle RH, Caceci T, Siegel PB, Ochs D. Cellular defense of the avian 
respiratory system: influx and nonopsonic phagocytosis by respira‑
tory phagocytes activated by Pasteurella multocida. Infect Immunol. 
1988;56:1171–9.

	19.	 Mensah GA, Brain JD. Deposition and clearance of inhaled aerosol in the 
respiratory tract of chickens. J Appl Physiol. 1982;53:1423–8.

	20.	 Pastor LM, Calvo A (1995) The extrapulmonary airways in birds. In: Histol‑
ogy, ultrastructure and immunohistochemistry of the respiratory organs 
on non mammalian vertebrates. Murcia University Press, 159-173.

	21.	 Lopez J (1995) Anatomy and histology of the lung air sacs of birds. In: 
Histology, ultrastructure and immunohistochemistry of the respiratory 
organs on non mammalian vertebrates. Murcia University Press, 220-221.

	22.	 Hayter RB, Besch EL. Airborne particle deposition in the respiratory tract 
of chickens. Poult Sci. 1974;53:1507–11.

	23.	 Stearns RC, Barnas GM, Walski M, Brain JD. Deposition and phagocytosis 
of inhaled particles in the gas exchange region of the duck, Anas platy-
rhynchos. Respir Physiol. 1987;67:23–36.

	24.	 Nganpiep L, Maina JN. Composite cellular defense stratagem in the avian 
respiratory system: functional morphology of the free surface mac‑
rophages and specialized pulmonary epithelia. J Anat. 2002;200:499–516.

	25.	 Van Waeyenberghe L, Frank P, Katharina D, Richard D, Harman F, Shao-JI L, 
Freddy H, An M. Germination of Aspergillus fumigatus inside avian respira‑
tory macrophages is associated with cytotoxicity. Vet Res. 2012;43:1–5.

	26.	 Oberdoster G, Fein J, Lehnert BE. Correlation between particle size, 
in vivo particle persistence, and lung injury. Environ Health Perspect. 
1994;102:173–9.

	27.	 Morrow PE. Possible mechanisms to explain dust overloading of the 
lungs. Fundam Appl Toxicol. 1998;28:693–706.

	28.	 Kiama SG, Adekunle JS, Maina JN. Comparative in vitro study of 
interactions between particles and respiratory surface macrophages, 
erythrocytes, and epithelial cells of the chicken and the rat. J Anat. 
2008;213:452–63.

	29.	 Mutua PM, Steinaa L, Muya S, Gicheru MM. Activation of Peroxisome 
Proliferator-Activated Receptor Gamma induces anti-inflammatory 
properties in the Chicken Free Avian Respiratory Macrophages. J Anim 
Sci Technol. 2015;57:1–7.

	30.	 Desvergne B, Wahli W. Peroxisome proliferator activated receptors: 
nuclear control of metabolism. Endocr Rev. 1999;20:649–88.

	31.	 Chawla A, Schwarz EJ, Dimaculangan DD, Lazar MA. Peroxisome 
proliferator-activated receptor (PPAR) γ: adipose-predominant expres‑
sion and induction early in adipocyte differentiation. Endocrinology. 
1994;135:798–800.

	32.	 Braissant O, Foufelle F, Scotto C, Dauca M, Wahli W. Differential expres‑
sion of peroxisome proliferator-activated receptors (PPARs): tissue 
distribution of PPAR-α, -δ, and -γ in the adult rat. Endocrinology. 
1996;137:354–66.



Page 5 of 5Mutua et al. Biol Res  (2016) 49:29 

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

	33.	 Jiang C, Ting AT, Seed B. PPAR-gamma agonists inhibit production of 
monocyte inflammatory cytokines. Nature. 1998;391:82–6.

	34.	 Lehmann JM, Moore LB, Smith-Oliver TA, Wilkison WO, Willson TM, 
Kliewer SA. An antidiabetic thiazolidinedione is a high affinity ligand 
for peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor γ (PPAR γ). J Biol Chem. 
1995;270:1295–302.

	35.	 Catherine G, Siobhan M, Killeen H, Nicos AP, Nancy H, Hugh RB. Lipoxins 
rapidly stimulate nonphlogistic phagocytosis of apoptotic neutrophils by 
monocyte derived macrophages. J Immunol. 2000;164:1663–7.

	36.	 Golemboski KA, Whelan J, Shaw S, Kinsella JE, Dietert PR. Avian inflamma‑
tory macrophage function: shifts in arachidonic acid metabolism, respira‑
tory burst, and cell- surface phenotype during response to sephadex. J 
Leukoc. 1990;48:495–501.

	37.	 Ross R. Atherosclerosis—an inflammatory disease. N Engl J Med. 
1999;340:115–26.

	38.	 Pascal A, Simon T, Dongying W, Manjula D, Guillaume L. Aspergillus fumi-
gates in poultry. Int J Microbiol. 2011;10:1–14.

	39.	 Klasing K. Avian inflammatory response mediation by macrophages. 
Poult Sci. 1991;70:1176–86.


	Protective roles of free avian respiratory macrophages in captive birds
	Abstract 
	Introduction
	Lavage of avian lungs yields few FARM
	Survey of FARM in the avian lung
	The role of FARM in avian pulmonary defense
	FARM transmigrate into avian lung in response to infections
	Pulmonary mechanisms supplementing protective roles of FARM
	FARM are cytotoxic to pathogens
	FARM are exceptionally phagocytic cells

	Effects of PPAR γ ligands on FARM
	Conclusions
	Authors’ contributions
	References




