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The first report of the main vector of visceral leishmaniasis in  
America, Lutzomyia longipalpis (Lutz & Neiva) (Diptera: Psychodidae: 

Phlebotominae), in the state of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil
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Visceral leishmaniasis (VL) is a widespread zoonosis in Brazil and, up to now, there has been no record of 
the main vector of its agent, Lutzomyia longipalpis, in the Southern Region. Due to the diagnosis of VL in a dog 
in October 2008 in the city of São Borja, in the southernmost Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul, a collection of 
phlebotomines was undertaken to detect the presence of the vector Lu. longipalpis. The captures were carried out 
with CDC light traps on three consecutive nights in 2008. A total of 39 specimens of Lu. longipalpis were captured, 
thereby increasing the knowledge of the geographical distribution of this important vector.
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Visceral leishmaniasis (VL) is a widespread zoono-
sis in Brazil with high lethality among untreated indi-
viduals and malnourished children, as well as among 
the immunodeficient (Rabello et al. 2003). Lutzomyia 
longipalpis (Lutz & Neiva), the main vector of its agent, 
although presenting a wide distribution in Brazilian ter-
ritory, has not so far been found in the municipalities of 
the Southern Region (MS 2006) and the furthest south 
this species had been recorded in Brazil is in state of São 
Paulo (Aguiar & Medeiros 2003).

VL has also not been registered in the Southern Re-
gion, with the exceptions being two human cases reported 
in the state of Paraná during the 70s (Cat et al. 1973, 1974, 
Ayala et al. 1980) and five dogs with canine visceral leish-
maniasis (CVL) in Santa Maria city, state of Rio Grande 
do Sul (RS) (Pocai et al. 1998). After this report in RS, 
Marcondes et al. (2003) carried out a survey of CVL in this 
municipality, examining 204 dogs that presented negative 
results for the infection. This fact led these authors to ques-
tion the positive results presented in the previous report.

In Argentina, Lu. longipalpis was collected in Mi- 
siones province in 1951 and 2000 in the municipal dis-
tricts of Candelaria and Corpus, respectively, although 
with no record of VL cases (Salomón et al. 2008). In 
2004, the species was captured in Clorinda and Puerto 
Pilcomayo, Formosa province (Salomón & Orellano 
2005) and, in 2006, it was collected in Posadas (capital of 
MI) and Candelaria (Salomón et al. 2008). Furthermore, 

according to these last authors, one human and several 
CVL cases were confirmed in the same year in Posadas 
and nine other human cases were diagnosed in 2007.

In October 2008, CVL was diagnosed in a dog living 
in a residence situated in the centre of São Borja city in 
the northwest region of RS. The Uruguay River marks 
the boundary between the São Borja municipality and 
that of São Tomé in Corrientes province, Argentina, as 
well as between other municipal districts of RS and the 
Argentinean provinces of Corrientes and Misiones.

Due to the case of CVL registered in São Borja, the 
above-mentioned history of the disease in humans in MI, 
the reports from the authorities in Corrientes of the dis-
ease in dogs there and the intense flow of people and trade 
between the two countries over the international bridge 
São Borja - Santo Tomé, a collection of phlebotomines 
was carried out in the centre of the city of São Borja, aim-
ing to detect the presence of the vector Lu. longipalpis 
and investigate the autochthony of the CVL case.

The municipal district of São Borja has a total area of 
3,616 km2 and a population of 61,834 inhabitants, with the 
urban area occupying 71 km2 and having a resident popu-
lation of about 58,000 people. The climate is subtropical 
humid and the maximum altitude is 123 m asl, with that 
of the town being 96 m. The captures in the city were un-
dertaken by the team from the Vigilância Ambiental of 
the 10ª Coordenadoria Regional de Saúde, in November 
and December 2008, on three consecutive nights of each 
month for 12 h per night (18-6 h). In November, three CDC 
light traps were installed, one in the domicile where the 
infected dog lived and the others in two adjacent residen- 
ces with VL symptomatic dogs. In December, five other 
residences in which dogs with symptoms compatible with 
CVL had died were sampled. These residences were lo-
cated within a radius of 700 m from that in which the dog 
diagnosed as having LV had died in October 2008.
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The insects were prepared, mounted and identified 
in accordance with Galati (2003) at the Laboratório Cen-
tral de Saúde Pública do Rio Grande do Sul (LACEN/
RS). Afterwards, the identification was confirmed in the 
Centro de Referência Nacional e Internacional para Fle-
botomíneos of the Laboratório de Leishmanioses, Insti-
tuto de Pesquisas René Rachou-Fiocruz, Minas Gerais.

In November, only three male phlebotomines were 
collected and identified as belonging to the species Lu. 
longipalpis, two of them being from the house where the 
dog diagnosed as having CVL had lived. These speci-
mens were deposited in the scientific collection of the 
Seção de Reservatórios e Vetores of LACEN/RS (lots 
692, 693 and 694). In December, 36 specimens of Lu. 
longipalpis were captured: 30 males and six females.

One of the residences sampled, located near the central 
square of the town, in the woods, with fruit trees and having 
a kennel with two dogs, stood out by virtue of the number of 
phlebotomines collected (28), with 25 in just one night.

With this finding of Lu. longipalpis, a species not hitherto 
reported in the southern region of the country, in the urban 
area of the municipal district, we believe the municipal, state 
and national authorities, as well as the local inhabitants should 
be alerted to the serious public health problem thus posed and 
recommend the adoption of the measures proposed in the 
manual for surveillance and control of VL (MS 2006).

Previously, 23 species of phlebotomines had been 
reported in RS, among which Nyssomyia neivai (Pinto), 
a species involved in the transmission of the etiologic 
agent of cutaneous leishmaniasis in various regions of 
Brazil and Argentina (Cordoba-Lanús et al. 2006, An-
drade Filho et al. 2007), was of special relevance. The 
present record increases our knowledge of the geograph-
ical distribution of L. longipalpis and of the expansion of 
VL infection as confirmed by the competent agencies.
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