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A concurrent parasitism by Dermanyssus gallinae 

and Dispharynx spiralis in a spotted owlet  

 
Chhavi Gupta, P Kowsalya, K Dhandapani and R Ramprabhu 

 
Abstract 
A Spotted Owlet weighing150 gram was presented to the Veterinary Clinical Complex, Veterinary 

College and Research Institute, Tirunelveli by the forest department of Tirunelveli District, Tamil Nadu 

with the history of dullness and lateral recumbency. Physical examination of bird revealed presence of 

numerous red and black colour ectoparasites all over the body with blanched conjunctival mucous 

membrane. Ectoparasites, faecal sample and blood samples were collected for detailed examinations 

followed by intravenous fluid therapy and immunomodulators. Faecal examination revealed presence of 

larvated eggs and the ectoparasites were identified as Dermanyssus gallinae. Haematological 

examination revealed hypohaemoglobinemia with eosinophilia. Bird was treated with 0.2% Ivermectin 

oral solution @200µgm/kg body weight as a single dose, but the bird collapsed. On postmortem 

examination sex of the bird was identified as female with multiple diffuse haemmorhages and numerous 

tiny worms on proventriculous and gizzard. According to the key diagnostic features for endoparasites in 

avians, the parasite was identified as Dispharynx spiralis. This paper reports about the concurrent 

infestation of Dispharynx spiralis and of Dermanyssus gallinae in a spotted owlet. 
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Introduction 
The spotted owlet Athene brama sub spp. brama is a small owl breed in Southern India which 

generally nests near human habitations that may show higher breeding success due to 

increased availability of rodents for feeding young ones. As per the BirdLife International [1] 

IUCN Red List of birds Spotted Owlet is under least concern category. There is lack of 

sufficient literature about the prevalence of parasitic populations of wild owls.  

Ectoparasites can impair the thermoregulatory ability [2], reduce nestling body mass and 

survivorship [12], influence sexual selection [4], and transmit endoparasites and pathogens [4]. 

Dermanyssus gallinae is commonly observed ectoparasite in wild and domestic birds [8], which 

is an obligate haematophagous parasite causing mild to severe anaemia [11].  

Very little information is present in India on the endoparasitic infestation in owlets although in 

Europe and Spain a survey on helminthes in Owls is performed by Kinsella et al., [9] and Ferrer 

et al. [6] respectively. Dispharynx spiralis is a common nematode found in proventriculus and 

gizzard of the poultry causes economic loss to the farmer. This nematode causes ulceration at 

the site of attachment followed by nodular reaction in the mucosa and inflammation leads to 

haemmorhages and hyperplasia of proventriculus [13]. 

 

Case report 

A 150grams spotted owlet was presented to Veterinary Clinical Complex, Veterinary College 

and Research Institute, Tirunelveli by rescued and presented by the forest department of 

Tirunelveli District of Tamil Nadu with the history of dullness and lateral recumbency. 

Physical examination of bird revealed presence of numerous red and black colour ectoparasites 

all over the body with blanched conjuctival mucous membrane.  

On microscopical examination of ectoparasites were identified as different feeding stages of 

mite i.e. red colour mite was fully fed (Figure 1) followed by pink colour mite was half fed 

(Figure 2) and black colour mite was the hungry mite (Figure 3). After fixation of the mite, 

based on the presence of single dorsal shield (Figure 4) that tapers posteriorly, chelicerae were 

long and styliform with the sternal shield (Figure 5) has two pairs of setae (Figure 6) and third 

pair is located more posteriorly and distinctly separated from the others, mite was identified as  
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Dermanyssus gallinae. Haematological examination revealed 

hypohaemoglobinemia (76gm/lt), decreased RBC Count (1.6x 

109) with eosinophilia (5%).  

 

 
 

Fig 1: Fully engorged mites 

 

 
 

Fig 2: Half fed mite 

 

 
 

Fig 3: Hungry mite 

 

 
 

Fig 4: Dorsal View of mite 10X 

 

 
 

Fig 5: Ventral View of mite 10X (10X) 

 
 

Fig 6: Ventral View of mite with Setae 100X. Identification of 

Dermanyssus gallinae 

 

Faecal examination revealed presence of larvated eggs. The 

bird was stabilized by intravenous fluid therapy and 

immunomodulators. Oral rehydration therapy, liver stimulant 

were prescribed thrice a day orally for four days. Bird was 

treated with 0.2% Ivermectin oral solution @200µgm/kg body 

weight as a single dose, but due to severity of the infestation 

and delay in referring the case to the hospital, it died four 

days post-treatment. Corpse was subjected to post mortem 

examination.  

On postmortem examination sex of the bird was identified as 

female with multiple diffuse haemmorhages (Figure 7) and 

numerous tiny worms on proventriculus and gizzard (Figure 

8). On microscopical examination, the parasite was having 

smaller and triangular lips and cylindrical pharynx. Anterior 

part of the body was ornamented with transversely striated 

cordons (cuticular ridges) (Figure 9). In female worm eggs 

were present in posterior part of the body (Figure 10). On the 

other hand, hind end of the male worm was more coiled with 

left spicule was slender and boat shaped right spicule, 

according to these characteristic features the worm was 

identified as Dispharynx spiralis (Figure 11). Eggs presence 

in the faecal sample (Figure 12) and recovered from the vulva 

of the female (after crushing of the female worm) (Figure 13) 

were thick shells and presence of well developed larvae. 

This paper reports first about the infection of Dispharynx 

spiralis and concurrent infection of Dermanyssus gallinae in a 

spotted owlet. 

 

 
 

Fig 7: Numerous tiny worms in Proventriculus 

 

 
 

Fig 8: Inflammed proventriculus 
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Fig 9: Head end (10X) 

 

 
 

Fig 10: Tail end (10X) 

 

 
 

Fig 11: Female worm (10X) magnification identified as Dispharynx 

spiralis 

 

 
 

Fig 12: Faecal Examination Larvated egg on 40 x Magnification 
 

 
 

Fig 13: Intra uterine larvated egg on 40 x magnification 

 

Discussion 

Owls are beneficial predators and act as a form of natural pest 

control- an alternative to toxic and chemical pesticides and 

rodenticides [8], like other birds Spotted owlets are also 

susceptible for such as Coccidian parasites (Eimeria atheni) 
[3], protozoan parasite (Trichomonas gallinae) [16], 

endoparasitic mite (Neocheletiella athene) [5] and lice 

(Colpocephalum pectinatum) [15]. Dermanyssus gallinae 

(poultry red mite) is a transient skin mite and a cosmopolitan 

haematophagus ectoparasitic of wild, domestic and synthropic 

birds [17, 7]. Too much of blood loss results in energy and 

weight loss, anaemia and potentially death [14] this finding is 

in agreement with the haematological values of this study, 

which exhibits hypohaemaglobinemia, reduced RBC count 

and Eosinophilia than the normal haematological values [19] in 

Owls. 

Prevalence of helminth parasites infesting the digestive tract 

of common species of owl in Spain is established by Ferrer et 

al., [6]. Although most reported endoparasites in wild birds do 

not cause disease under normal conditions, they can 

sometimes lead to serious health problems when combined 

with stress or immunocompromised [10], this finding is in 

agreement with our study. As per the Soulsby, 2006 [18], the 

morphology of worm revealed Dispharynx spiralis, this study 

is reported the infestation of Dispharynx spiralis first time in 

the Spotted owlet (Athene brama). The necropsy finding of 

the lesions in proventriculus and gizzard our study is also 

same like that of Murthy and Panda, 2016 [13].  

 

Conclusion 

The present study documented the death of a Spotted owlet 

due to the concurrent parasitism of Dermanyssus gallinae and 

Dispharynx spiralis for the first time in India. 
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