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Abstract

The aim of this study was to report the burrowing owl Athene cunicularia as a new host for the filarid nematode 
Pelecitus sp. in southeastern Brazil for the first time, as well as reporting the occurrence of this nematode species in 
the body cavity, near the cervical air sac and lung region. This study contributes towards knowledge of parasitism in 
Brazilian wild birds and an anatomical region of the host as an infection site for Pelecitus sp.
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Resumo

O objetivo do estudo foi relatar, pela primeira vez, a coruja buraqueira Athene cunicularia como um novo hospedeiro 
para o nematóide filarídeo Pelecitus sp. do Sudeste do Brasil, bem como a ocorrência desta espécie de nematóides na 
cavidade corporal, próximos à região dos sacos aéreos cervicais e pulmões. Este estudo contribui para o conhecimento do 
parasitismo em aves silvestres brasileiras e uma região anatômica do hospedeiro como sítio de infecção para Pelecitus sp.

Palavras chave: Nematóides parasitas, Pelecitus sp., aves, Strigiformes, Athene cunicularia.

Athene cunicularia, or the burrowing owl, is a small raptor bird 
that is indigenous to all of the Americas and widely distributed 
throughout Brazilian territory (SICK, 2001). These birds inhabit 
both rural and urban ecosystems (CONWAY et al., 2006) and 
are considered to have diurnal habits, though also demonstrating 
nocturnal activities (SPECHT et al., 2013). Their diet includes a 
vast array of invertebrates (insects and chelicerates) and vertebrates 
(amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals), varying according 
to season and habitat (ANDRADE et al., 2010; TRULIO; 
HIGGINS, 2012).

The parasitic infections caused by nematodes that affect the 
respiratory system of domestic and wild birds include parasitism 
by Syngamus trachea and Cyathostoma bronchiali (FERNANDO; 

BARTA, 2009). Filarid nematodes belonging to the genera 
Eulimdana and Pelecitus have been reported to infect the respiratory 
system in pigeons (Columba livia) (RUTHERFORD; BLACK, 
1974).

Nematodes of the family Onchocercidae are parasites of 
vertebrates and are grouped into 16 genera. The genus Pelecitus 
has 160 species that infect mammals and, especially, birds 
(BARTLETT, 2009). Three species of Pelecitus have been reported 
as infecting leporids, as follow: Pelecitus meridionaleporinus 
(JIMÉNEZ-RUIZ et al., 2004), Pelecitus scapiceps, and Pelecitus 
roemeri (BARTLETT; GREINER, 1986). The majority of 
Pelecitus spp. have been reported as infecting birds of 30 families 
(BARTLETT, 2009).

One dead specimen of A. cunicularia was collected by 
environmental authorities in the municipality of Botucatu 
(22° 51’ S, 48° 27’ W; 780 m), state of São Paulo, Brazil, on July 
15, 2013, and was forwarded for necropsy examination. During 
the necropsy, two nematodes were found in the specimen’s body, 
near the cervical air sacs and lungs. They were fixed in 70% 
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alcohol and clarified in phenol for identification, which was 
done using a computerized image analysis system (Leica). The 
nematodes collected were both females, and were in the genus 
Pelecitus (Figure 1), according to Vicente et al. (1995) and Pinto 
and Noronha (2003). Voucher parasite specimens were deposited 
in the helminthological collection of the Institute of Biosciences, 
São Paulo State University, Botucatu, São Paulo, Brazil, under the 
number CHIBB 7174.

Filarids of the genera Aproctella, Cardiofilaria, Splendidofilaria, 
Lemdana and Pelecitus have been reported in birds of the family 
Strigidae (BARTLETT, 2009). Among the strigid hosts, Pelecitus 
circularis has been found infecting Strix magellanica (= Bubo 
magellanicus) in Brazil (BARTLETT; GREINER, 1986). However, 
this bird species does not originate in Brazil (CBRO, 2011).

Infections in birds due to Pelecitus spp. affect the muscles, 
tendons and nodes of the lower limbs (PINTO; NORONHA, 
2003). Presence of Pelecitus sp. microfilariae has been reported 
in the lungs of C. livia, and presence of adult individuals has 
been reported in peritracheal tissue (RUTHERFORD; BLACK, 
1974). The history of infection by this parasite in the respiratory 
system of species not belonging to the order Strigiformes and 
the presence of the parasite in the lower limbs of the host bear a 
close relationship to the possible kinds of infection in the species 
described. According to Anderson and Bartlett (1994), when 
Pelecitus fulicaeatrae reaches reproductive senescence, it infects 
places that cause inflammation or threaten the life of the host.

The new knowledge about the internal presence of the nematode 
contradicts what was reported by Pinto and Noronha (2003) and 
Bartlett (2009) in other bird species. This brings up an important 
question that needs to be considered, i.e. whether this finding is 
a new location for parasitism, given that presence of the filarid 
Pelecitus sp. in the body cavity located near the cervical air sacs 
and lungs has not previously been described in strigiform birds.

The occurrence of Pelecitus sp. parasitizing A. cunicularia is the 
first report of this nematode in this species in Brazilian territory, 

as well as a new site of infection for this nematode parasite. These 
findings contribute towards knowledge about this species, regarding 
infection in this new host.
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Figure 1. Anterior end of a female specimen of Pelecitus sp. collected 
from Athene cunicularia in the municipality of Botucatu, state of 
São Paulo, Brazil.
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