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STOMATITIS IN A JUVENILE WHITE PELICAN DUE TO

Piagetiella peralis (MALLOPHAGA: MENOPONIDAE)

G. WOBESER, G. R. JOHNSON and G. ACOMPANADO

Abstract: Hemorrhagic ulcerative stomatitis caused by the biting louse Piagetiella

peralis was diagnosed in one live and three dead juvenile white pelicans (Pelecanus

erythrorhynchus). The pathology of the condition is described, and the significance
of infestation with this parasite is discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Biting lice of the genus Piagetiella are
parasites of the throat pouches of peli-
cans and cormorants. Rothschild and
Clay’ state with regard to members of
this genus, “their diet must consist of
blood and serum, and possibly epidermal
debris taken from the walls of the
pouch”; however, no reference was found
which described disease produced by

these parasites. This note describes the
lesions caused by Piagetiella peralis in-
festation in a young white pelican.

CASE HISTORY

On July 16, 1973, personnel of the
Prairie Migratory Bird Research Centre,
Canadian Wildlife Service, Saskatoon,
Saskatchewan, reported mortality among
juvenile white pelicans in a small island
colony in Middle Quill Lake, Saskatche-
wan, The colony was visited the follow-
ing day.

Twelve adult and seven juvenile peli-
cans left the island at our approach but
one live juvenile pelican remained. This
bird was weak and lethargic and offered
little resistance when captured. Nine ap-
parently normal juvenile Double-crested
Cormorants (Plialacrocorax auritus) and
one unidentified immature (dark plu-
mage) gull were also present on the

island. The gull had flaccid paralysis of
all limbs, and there was pasting of feces
on the feathers about the cloaca and ex-
tensive fly maggot infestation on the
ventral areas of the body. Forty-four ju-
veni!e pelicans, one adult pelican, two
juvenile cormorants, and ten California
(Larus californicus) and Ring-billed
Gulls (Larus delawarensis) were found
dead on the island. Of 41 of the juvenile
pelicans and the adult, only skin and
bones remained, These juveniles were all
of a similar size and appeared to have
died when approximately 1 to 2 weeks of
age.

The other three juvenile pelicans had
died more recently and were similar in
size to the sick bird (weight 1430 g).
These birds were autolyzed and only a
cursory examination was performed. All
of the gulls found dead on the island ap-
peared to have been of flying age.

The juvenile pelican and gull died dur-
ing transit to the laboratory. Botulism
was subsequently diagnosed in the gull
on the basis of a mouse protection test.

FINDINGS

The oral cavity of the juvenile pelican
contained more than 500 large (3-6 mm)
biting lice (Fig. 1, 2). These lice were
primarily concentrated along the internal
surface of the mandibles and on the
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FIGURE 2. Lingual aspect of mandible. Numerous lice are attached to the mucosa, and former

attachment sites are marked by small ulcers (arrows).
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palate about the internal nares. Adult
and juvenile lice were also attached at
other sites in the pouch. The tissue sur-
rounding the concentrations of lice was

covered with a tenacious brown exudate
which appeared to be a mixture of blood

and louse excrement. Lice were firmly
attached to the mucosa, and when de-

tached, the underlying mucosa was ul-

cerated and hemorrhagic.

A very large number of immature lice
were present over the body surface. The
muscles were pale and the blood seemed
thin and watery. Liver and spleen were

pale and the former had rounded edges.
The proventniculus was distended with
foreign material (wood, dead grass and
stones) and the intestine was empty. The
only food item found in the alimentary
tract was one dragon-fly nymph. Ap-

proximately ten nematodes (Contracae-

cumn sp.) were present in the proventnicu-
lus.

FIGURE 1. Massive infestation of Piagetiella No significant microorganisms were
peralis in the oral cavity of a live juvenile isolated on routine culture of tissues
white pelican, from this bird. The adult lice inhabiting
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FIGURE 3. Oral mucosa: Epithelial ulceration at site of louse attachment, with submucosal

hemorrhage and heterophil infiltration. Bodies of lice are surrounded by hemorrhagic debris.

Hematoxylin-eosin. x 45.
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FIGURE 4. Oral mucosa: Part of Fig. 3 showing mandible of louse deeply imbedded in sub-

mucosa (arrow), and submucosal hemorrhage and cellular infiltration. Hematoxylin.eosin. x 110.
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the pouch and the juvenile lice on the
body surface were identified as P. peralis

by the use of the key to the genus
Piagetie//a prepared by Price.3

Histologically, the oral mucosa was
covered by a layer of blood and cellular
debris. The mucosa contained numerous
u!cers in which lice were firmly attached
to the submucosa (Figs. 3, 4). There was
marked submucosal hemorrhage in the
areas of ulceration and extensive infil-
tration of the submucosa by heterophils,
with occasional lymphocytes and histio-
cytes also present. Large bacterial colo-
nies were present in the superficial debris
and in the devitalized mucosa and sub-
mucosa at the margins of the ulcers.

Liver, spleen and kidney contained ex-
tensive hematopoietic tissue. A few small
foci of inflammatory cells were present
in the congested lungs.

The three dead large juvenile pelicans
had ulcerations of the oral mucosa, with
similar brown material in the pouch.
Small numbers of dead lice were attached
along the mandibles and on the palate
of these birds.

DISCUSSION

Piagetiel/a peralis has been reported to
occur on white pelicans from various
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areas of North America,3 but this appears
to be the first report of lesions produced
by this parasite. “Normal” populations of
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their avian hosts, and populations of lice
may be controlled by preening12; how-
ever, heavy populations of lice may exert
a serious effect on sick, captive or young
birds.� The close association of numbers
of susceptible hosts in a colonial nesting
area, and the fact that the adults of P.

pera/is are located within the pouch
where they are protected from preening
might favour the development of large
populations of this louse on young peli-
cans.

This parasite can produce a severe

hemorrhagic stomatitis as evidenced in
this case. This lesion might cause signifi-
cant blood loss, and would provide a
potential portal of entry for other patho-
gens. The severity of the oral lesions in
the live bird, and the presence of similar
lesions in the three dead juveniles sug-
gests that P. peralis infestation may be a
serious disease of young pelicans.

Further study is required to determine
“normal” population levels of this louse,

and the significance of these populations
for juvenile pelicans.
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