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THE OCCURRENCE OF SETARIA IN REINDEER*

ROBERT A. DIETERICH and JACK R. LUICK

Institute of Arctic Biology, University of Alaska College, Alaska 99701

A bstract: Setaria ye/li Desset, 1966, is reported from domestic reindeer (Rangifer

tarandus Linnaeus), maintained at College and Cantwell, Alaska. Microfilariae were

present in blood from reindeer harboring S. ye/ti. Gross and microscopic findings

in the infected animals revealed a low-grade peritonitis. Caribou, moose, dairy cows,

goats, and dogs examined in the local areas were negative for microfilariae.

INTRODUCTION

The taxonomy, hosts, and geographic

distribution of Setaria sp. abdominal

worms in the United States and Canada

have been reviewed by Becklund and

Walker.’ Setaria ye/li Desset, 1966, has
been reported in North America from

ungulates of several species: moose, A/ces

a/ces: deer, Odocoileus spp.; caribou,
Rangifer tarandus; and bison, Bison

bison. It has been identified in moose in

Alaska, but has not been reported in

domestic reindeer, Rangifer zarandus, in

this region. A Setaria sp. in reindeer

in the Soviet Union was reported by

Raevskaia.3

The complete life cycle of S. ye/ti is

unknown but undoubtedly involves bio-
logical transmission of larvae by a blood

sucking arthropod. The larvae in turn
develop into adults that live free in the

peritoneal cavity of the definitive host.
Microfilariae from these adults find their

way to the host’s blood stream and can

he demonstrated.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Animals were examined from July.

1969 to June, 1970 for the presence of
microfilariae by collecting 12 ml of
whole blood, allowing it to clot and
stand overnight at 21 C, and then de-
canting off the serum. The serum was
centrifuged at 1500 RPM for 3 minutes,

decanted and the sediment examined for
microfilariae at 100 x magnification.

Gross pathologic and histologic examina-
tions were carried out on 10 reindeer.

The reindeer that comprise the Uni-
versity of Alaska’s herd were originally
obtained from Nome, Alaska. University

of Alaska reindeer are held at two areas;

one group in the interior of Alaska at
College, and the other at Cantwell ap-
proximately 135 miles to the south and
separated from College by the Alaska
Range. Fourteen caribou near Cantwell
and 2 moose, 6 Holstein cows, 2 domestic
goats, 4 horses, and 2 dogs from College

were also examined.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Microfilariae were first observed in

reindeer at the Institute of Arctic Biology,
University of Alaska, during the summer
of 1969, in blood smears prepared for
routine evaluation (figure 1). In the win-

ter of 1969 nematodes were found free
in the peritoneal cavity of five reindeer

that were euthanatized during a body

composition study (figure 2). These adult

parasites were identified by Becklund

and Walker as Setaria ye/ti Desset, 1966
(personal communication). Specimens

have been deposited in the United States

National Museum Helminth Collection,

Number 6623. Numerous reindeer are

slaughtered annually at Nome and S. ehi
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2. Adult Setaria in situ near rumen of reindeer.
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3. Reindeer liver with fibrinous deposits on surface.
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has not been found in members of that

herd (personal communication). All 15

animals at College, representing ages
from 1 year to over 4 years, had micro-
filariae in their blood, while 10 of 13

animals at Cantwell, also 1-4 years of
age were positive using the serum con-
centration method. Individuals tested
repeatedly during winter and summer
months were positive at all times with

the exception of two animals that were
positive in December, negative during
January, February, March and April, and
again positive in May.

All reindeer examined that had micro-
filariae in their blood (after being eu-
thanatized for body composition studies)
were also found to have from 5 to 20
nematodes in the abdominal cavity and a
chronic low grade peritonitis. Typical
findings included: 50 to 150 ml of straw
colored serous fluid in the peritoneal
cavity, several areas of fibrous adhesions
between the mesentery and intestines,
and fibrin deposits on the surface of the

liver (figure 3). Microscopic examination

of the liver, abomasum, and small intes-

tine revealed chronic inflammatory pro-

cesses involving the serosal surfaces.

Three reindeer negative for microfilariae

from the Cantwell herd were examined

and found to have no nematodes in the

abdominal cavity and no gross or micro-

scopic lesions of peritonitis. Some of the

reported cases of setarial infections in

animals refer to cerebrospinal nematodi-

asis as the primary pathologic finding.’

No central nervous system disorders have

been seen in the University reindeer herd

and gross examination of cross sections

taken every 2 cm along the spinal column

and brain of infected reindeer revealed

no abnormalities.

Fourteen caribou that utilize the lichen

ranges during the summer and winter

near the Cantwell reindeer herd were

found by gross examination not to harbor

Setaria sp. Two moose that were main-

tained with infected reindeer within the

Institute’s animal pens did not have

microfilariae present in blood samples

examined during December, 1969. Simi-
larly, six Holstein cows, two domestic

goats, four horses, and two dogs all from
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the College area had no microfilariae in
their blood when examined in January,
1970.

Infections in our local herd were sub-
clinical. The University reindeer herd
has remained in good condition and has
reproduced well even when harboring
S. ye/ti.

Treatment was attempted with limited

success. Diethylcarbamazine given orally
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to three reindeer at a dosage of 50 mg
per kg body weight per day for 21 days
proved to be totally ineffectual in reduc-
ing microfilarial levels. A marked drop
in numbers of microfilariae occurred in
one reindeer injected intraperitoneally
with 13 mg/kg of an organic phosphate
[0-0 Dimethyl, O,p- (dimethyl sulfamoyl)
phenylphosphorothioate] in propylene
glycol.
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