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Dirofilaria immitis in a Raccoon (Procyon lotor)
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ABSTRACT: A single juvenile male raccoon
(Procyon lotor) was found naturally infected
with Dirofilaria immitis. Two immature female
worms were found in the heart of this raccoon
at necropsy. Lesions attributable to the presence
of these parasites were not found. Histopath-
ologic examination of various tissues did not
reveal any microfilariae. The raccoon may serve
as an aberrant definitive host for this parasite,
however, patent infections have not been re-
ported.

Key words: Raccoon, Procyon lotor, Diro-
filaria immitis, heartworm, natural infection,
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Sixteen raccoons were live-trapped on
Parramore Island, Virginia (37°32'N,
75°38' W) as part of baseline data collection
prior to oral rabies vaccine field trials. The
animals were killed and complete necrop-
sies were performed. Formalin fixed tis-
sues and organs were sent to the Labora-
tory of Large Animal Pathology, School of
Veterinary Medicine, New Bolton Center
(University of Pennsylvania, Kennett
Square, Pennsylvania 19348, USA) for his-
topathological examination. Examination
of the heart of one juvenile male raccoon
yielded two immature female filarid-like
nematodes in the right atrium. These spec-
imens were identified as Dirofilaria im-
mitis based on the description given by
Orihel (1961) for immature females of this
parasite. These specimens have been de-
posited in the U.S. National Parasite Col-
lection (Beltsville, Maryland 20705, USA;
Accession Number 80409). Lesions were
not associated with the presence of these
parasites. Microfilariae were not seen on
histopathologic examination of various tis-
sues. Nematodes were not found in the
hearts of the other 15 raccoons that were
examined.

The dog heartworm (D. immitis) has
become widespread across the United

States. Wild canids (Hubert et al., 1980;
Simmons et al., 1980; Agostine and Jones,
1982), the domestic cat (Donahoe, 1975)
and a number of domestic (Klein and Stod-
dard, 1977) and wildlife (Goble, 1942; Foil
and Orihel, 1975; Williams and Dade,
1976; Crum et al., 1978) hosts have been
reported as experimental or natural infec-
tions. The raccoon has rarely been report-
ed to be naturally infected (Fox, 1941;
Herman and Price, 1965). One experi-
mental report indicated that the raccoon
could not support the development of D.
immitis (Christensen and Shelton, 1978).
The domestic dog and a few species of wild
canids are the only definitive hosts that
play any significant role in the perpetua-
tion of D. immitis. Apparently under cer-
tain natural conditions, the raccoon may
serve as an aberrant definitive host for this
filarid. The role of the raccoon in the trans-
mission and epidemiology of D. immitis
is insignificant as evidenced by (1) the ex-
treme rarity of natural infections and (2)
the absence of sexually mature nematodes
in the few naturally infected raccoons in
these previously recorded infections. Nat-
ural infections in raccoons simply serve to
indicate that the geographic area is an en-
demic locus of D. immitis and that ap-
propriate mosquito intermediate hosts are
prevalent.

LITERATURE CITED

AGOSTINE, J. C., AND G. S. JoNEs. 1982. Heart-
worms (Dirofilaria immitis) in coyotes (Canis
latrans) in New England. Journal of Wildlife
Diseases 18: 343-345.

CHRISTENSEN, B. M., AND M. E. SHELTON. 1978.
Laboratory observations on the insusceptibility
of raccoons to Dirofilaria immitis. Journal of
Wildlife Diseases 14: 22-23.

CRUM, J. M., V. F. NETTLES, AND W. R. DAVIDSON.
1978. Studies on endoparasites of the black bear

130

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Wildlife-Diseases on 19 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



(Ursus americanus) in the southeastern United
States. Journal of Wildlife Diseases 14: 178-186.

DONAHOE, J. M. R. 1975. Experimental infection
of cats with Dirofilaria immitis. The Journal of
Parasitology 61: 599-605.

Foi, L., AND T. C. ORIHEL. 1975. Dirofilaria im-
mitis (Leidy, 1856) in the beaver, Castor cana-
densis. The Journal of Parasitology 61: 433.

Fox, M. 1941. Heartworms in a coon. Fort Dodge
Biochemical Review 12: 8.

GOBLE, F. C. 1942. Dog heartworms in the muskrat
in New York. Journal of Mammalogy 23: 346.

HeRrMmAaN, C. M., aND D. L. PRICE. 1965. Epizo-
otiologic studies on filarioids of the raccoon. The
Journal of Wildlife Management 29: 694-699.

HUBERT, G. F., Jr.,, T. J. KICK, AND R. D. ANDREWS.
1980. Dirofilaria immitis in red foxes in Illinois.
Journal of Wildlife Diseases 16: 229-232.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Wildlife-Diseases on 19 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use

SHORT COMMUNICATIONS 131

KLEIN, J. B, AND E. D. STODDARD. 1977. Dirofi-
laria immitis recovered from a horse. Journal of
the American Veterinary Medical Association 171:
354-355.

ORIHEL, T. C. 1961. Morphology of the larval stages
of Dirofilaria immitis in the dog. The Journal of
Parasitology 47: 251-262.

SIMMONS, J. M., W. S. NICHOLSON, E. P. HILL, AND
D. B. BRIGGS. 1980. Occurrence of (Dirofilaria
immitis) in gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus)
in Alabama and Georgia. Journal of Wildlife Dis-
eases 16: 225-228.

WiLLIAMS, . F., AND A. W. DADE. 1976. Dirofilaria
immitis in a wolverine. The Journal of Parasi-
tology 62: 174-175.

Received for publication 27 June 1988.





