" BioOne COMPLETE

Ectoparasites from River Otters in Pennsylvania

Authors: Serfass, Thomas L., Rymon, Larry M., and Brooks, Robert P.
Source: Journal of Wildlife Diseases, 28(1) : 138-140

Published By: Wildlife Disease Association

URL: https://doi.org/10.7589/0090-3558-28.1.138

BioOne Complete (complete.BioOne.org) is a full-text database of 200 subscribed and open-access titles
in the biological, ecological, and environmental sciences published by nonprofit societies, associations,
museums, institutions, and presses.

Your use of this PDF, the BioOne Complete website, and all posted and associated content indicates your
acceptance of BioOne’s Terms of Use, available at www.bioone.org/terms-of-use.

Usage of BioOne Complete content is strictly limited to personal, educational, and non - commercial use.
Commercial inquiries or rights and permissions requests should be directed to the individual publisher as
copyright holder.

BioOne sees sustainable scholarly publishing as an inherently collaborative enterprise connecting authors, nonprofit
publishers, academic institutions, research libraries, and research funders in the common goal of maximizing access to
critical research.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Wildlife-Diseases on 25 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



Journal of Wildlife Diseases, 28(1), 1992, pp. 138-140
© Wildlife Disease Association 1992

Ectoparasites from River Otters in Pennsylvania

Thomas L. Serfass,' Larry M. Rymon,? and Robert P. Brooks,' ' School of Forest Resources, Forest
Resources Laboratory, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, Pennsylvania 16802,
USA; 2 Department of Biological Sciences, East Stroudsburg University, East Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania

18301, USA

ABSTRACT: Twenty-three livetrapped and two
trapper-caught river otters (Lutra canadensis)
from northeastern Pennsylvania (USA) were ex-
amined for ectoparasites immediately after their
captures during 1981 to 1985. Ectoparasites were
collected from both trapper-caught otters, but
from only one livetrapped otter. One species of
tick (Ixodes cookei) and one flea (Oropsylla arc-
tomys) were collected.

Key words: River otter, Lutra canadensis,
Ixodes cookei, Oropsylla arctomys, ectopara-
sites, survey.

There are few records of ectoparasites
from river otters (Lutra canadensis) in
North America. Kim and Emerson (1974)
described a new genus of sucking louse
(Latagophthirus rauschi) from river otters
in Oregon (USA). Eley (1977) collected
two ticks (Ixodes uriae) from a river otter
in California (USA). Ixodes banksi, a tick
that commonly parasitizes beavers and
muskrats, and Ixodes cookei, a tick that
typically parasitizes medium-sized mam-
mals that frequent earthen dens, have been
reported from river otters in Michigan
(Lawrence et al., 1965) and Alabama (USA)
(Cooney and Hays, 1972), respectively. The
United States National Tick Collection (In-
stitute of Arthropodology and Parasitolo-
gy, Georgia Southern University, States-
boro, Georgia 30460, USA) contains
specimens of Amblyomma americanum,
Dermacentor variabilis and Ixodes cookei
from otters collected in Florida (USA) and
Ixodes banksi obtained from otters in
northeastern Pennsylvania. We were un-
able to find literature citations of river ot-
ters serving as hosts for fleas.

The relatively infrequent occurrence of
ectoparasitism of river otters has been at-
tributed to their semi-aquatic existence and
grooming habits (Park, 1971). However,
because river otters have suffered popu-
lation declines (Nilsson, 1980), maintain

low population densities (Melquist and
Hornocker, 1983) and are difficult to live-
trap (Melquist and Hornocker, 1979), few
opportunities have been available to study
ectoparasitism in native river otter popu-
lations.

In Pennsylvania, river otter populations
declined throughout much of their historic
range (Rhoads, 1903) and became limited
to northeastern counties in the state (Eve-
land, 1978). From 1981 to 1985, 23 otters
were livetrapped from a segment of the
northeastern population (40°45' to 41°30’'N,
74°40’ to 75°40'W) as part of the Pennsyl-
vania River Otter Reintroduction Program
(Serfass et al., 1986). Each livetrapped ot-
ter was immobilized at the capture site
with an injection of 22 mg/kg ketamine
hydrochloride (Ketaset®, Bristol Labora-
tories, Syracuse, New York 13201, USA)
and processed prior to transport to holding
facilities (Serfass, 1984). Immobilized ot-
ters were examined for evidence of ecto-
parasites by parting their fur throughout
cephalic and cervical regions and at the
base of the tail. While in captivity, otters
were again immobilized and reexamined
for ectoparasites as part of an overall vet-
erinary examination. Although protected
in Pennsylvania since 1952, otters are
sometimes caught during trapping seasons
for legal furbearers. As a result, we had
the opportunity to examine two female
otters that were accidentally caught in leg-
hold traps by trappers during 1981. Both
trapper-caught otters were in poor health
and died shortly after we received them.
We examined their carcasses for ectopar-
asites immediately after death.

Ectoparasites were detected on only one
of 23 livetrapped otters, but occurred on
both trapper-caught otters (Table 1). The
ectoparasites were species of a flea (Or-
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TABLE 1. Ectoparasites collected from river otters in northeastern Pennsylvania.
Otter
number* Date trapped Location Ectoparasite (sex/age class)"

2-81 3/13/81 Pike County, Milford, Ixodes cookei (2F)
Sawkill Creek

4F 11/23/81 Monroe County, Brod- Oropsylla arctomys
headsville, McMichael (4M, 2F)
Creek

7-81 11/28/81 Monroe County, Brod- Ixodes cookei (1F, 1N, 1L)

headsville, McMichael

Creek

Flea:

* Otters 2-81 and 7-81 were caught by trappers (trapper-caught) and otter 4F was livetrapped by project investigators.

"M, male; F, female, N, nymph; L, larva.

* Fleas were observed emerging from carcass shortly after otter’s death, but escaped collection.

opsylla arctomys) and a tick (Ixodes cook-
ei) (Table 1).

Because of the otter’s dense underfur,
we suspect presence of fleas and smaller
ticks frequently may remain undetected
by gross external examination of the pel-
age. During our investigation, ectopara-
sites collected were first observed on the
outer pelage of host otters. Ectoparasites
were easily detected on guard hairs as they
withdrew from trapper-caught otters as the
carcasses cooled. A similar pattern of flea
emergence was observed on livetrapped
otter 4F (Table 1). Hypothermia is re-
ported to occur in otters immobilized with
ketamine hydrochloride (Hoover and
Jones, 1986) and may have been respon-
sible for withdrawal of ectoparasites from
this otter.

All ectoparasites collected during this
investigation were from female otters. Be-
cause female otters occupy smaller home
ranges than males and are more likely to
frequent established dens (Melquist and
Hornocker, 1983), they may be more vul-
nerable to contracting and maintaining an
ectoparasite infestation. Oropsylla arcto-
mys is common on woodchucks (Marmota
monax) in Pennsylvania (Holland and
Benton, 1968) and will parasitize other
mammals that use woodchuck burrows as
denning or resting sites. River otters oc-
casionally use woodchuck burrows occur-
ring in riparian areas as den sites and may
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have acquired the flea in this manner. A
wide range of mammalian species have
been identified as hosts to I. cookei in east-
ern North America (Ko, 1972). Because
riparian habitats frequently support large
and diverse mammal populations (Kirk-
land and Serfass, 1989), otters probably
have frequent opportunities to contract 1.
cookei as well as other ectoparasites while
denning or traveling along wetlands.

Results of this study probably do not
reflect frequencies or patterns of ectopar-
asite occurrence on otters in northeastern
Pennsylvania. Both trapper-caught otters
were females and opportunity to examine
them shortly after death appears to have
enhanced our ability to detect ectopara-
sites. We believe more intensive collection
procedures are required to adequately
evaluate occurrence of ectoparasites on
wild otters. Administration of topical or
systemic insecticides (e.g., ivermectin,
Hoover et al., 1985) and subsequent con-
finement to facilitate collection of dying
or withdrawing ectoparasites may be a
more effective method of evaluating oc-
currence of ectoparasites on live-trapped
river otters.
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vation Fund (nongame tax-checkoff). We
thank D. Sheffer, J. Beard, J. Hassinger,
and A. Hayden of the Pennsylvania Game
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tance to river otter research in Pennsyl-
vania. We appreciate assistance provided
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parasites while at Rocky Mountain Labo-
ratories, Hamilton, Montana. R. Traub and
R. Robbins, Department of Entomology,
National Museum of Natural History,
Washington, D.C., provided records of the
museum’s collection of ectoparasites from
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