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NATURAL INFECTION OF THE OPOSSUM DI/DELPHIS ALBIVENTRIS
(MARSUPIALIA, DIDELPHIDAE) WITH LEISHMANIA DONOVANI, IN BRAZIL
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& GABRIEL GRIMALDI JR**

An opossum, Didelphis albiventris, from Jacobina, Bahia State, was found naturally infected with
Leishmania donovani, being the first non-canid wild mammal to be detected with the agent of kala-azar in
the New World.

While searching for leishmanial infection in wild mammals in the well known focus of kala-azar
in Brazil, the town of Jacobina, State of Bahia, we examined 57 opossums. The examination consisted in:
a) the search for amastigotes in smears and sections of skin, spleen and liver, and b) culture and hamster
inoculation of ground fragments of the same material.

Abundant amastigotes were found in skin, spleen and liver smears of a hamster necropsied 9 1/2
months after being inoculated with material from a specimen of Didelphis albiventris that had been trapped
in a house-yard; direct examination of smears and sections of skin and viscera of the opossum was negative.
From the tissues of the infected hamster, cultures were obtained in LIT and NNN media and later transferred
to an enrichment medium (Schneider’s complete, see Jaffe et al., in “‘Genes and antigens of Parasites”, C.
Morel ed., Fund. Oswaldo Cruz, Rio de Janeiro, pp. 47-91, 1984).

The isolated parasite was identified as Leishmania donovani by serodeme analysis based on its
characteristic reactivity with L. donovani species-specific monoclonal antibodies using either an indirect
radioimmune binding assay or immunofluorescence and immunoperoxydase techniques. Furthermore, this
leishmania stock did not cross-react with a large panel of L. mexicana and L. braziliensis species-and/or
subspecies-specific monoclonal antibodies.

D. albiventris is the most frequent wild mammal to be found around houses in Jacobina. In two
houses close to the one where the infected opossum was captured, one human and two canine cases of
kala-azar were encountered. Lutzomyia longipalpis, the known vector of neotropical visceral leishmaniasis,
feeds readily on D. albiventris, as we verified in traps with opossums used as baits.

In the Americas, the only previously known wild hosts of L. donovani were the foxes, Lycalopex
vetulus and Cerdocyon thous, We here report the finding of the first non-canid wild animal naturally
infected with the agent of kala-azar in this Continent.

RESUMO

Um gamba, Didelphis albiventris, de Jacobina, Bahia, foi encontrado com infecgdo natural pela
Leishmania donovani, sendo o primeiro mamifero silvestre ndo-canideo a ser achado com o agente do cala-
zar nas Americas.
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