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CORRECTION OF A MISIDENTIFICATION OF DOMESTIC PIGEON
(COLUMBA LIVIA) “LICE” IN OMETTO STOLF ET AL. (2018)

Correccion de un error de identificacion de “piojos” de la paloma doméstica
(Columba livia) en Ometto Stolf et al. (2018)
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RESUMEN.- Los profesionales de la salud comunmente identifican de manera errénea los ectoparasitos de
aves causantes de alteraciones de la salud humana. Recientemente, Ometto-Stolf ef al. (2018) documentaron
un caso de prurito agudo simple en humanos, el cual atribuyeron a la mordida de piojos de paloma doméstica.
Sin embargo, las imagenes de piojos proporcionadas por Ometto et al. (2018) corresponden a acaros chupa-
dores de sangre que parasitan aves, posiblemente a alguna especie del género Ornithonyssus o Dermanyssus.
Aparte de esta identificacion incorrecta, aqui explicamos por qué los acaros, y no los piojos, deberian ser
causantes de aquel tipo de dermatosis. Primero, los piojos parasitan hospederos especificos y los piojos de
aves no muerden a humanos. Segundo, los piojos que persisten en los nidos de aves raramente los abandonan.
Finalmente, los acaros del género Ornithonyssus y Dermanyssus, los cuales parasitan especificamente a aves,
a menudo se desplazan fuera de los nidos una vez que los polluelos los abandonan y eventualmente pueden
morder a los humanos causandole reacciones alérgicas en la piel. Enfatizamos que los errores de identificacién
en las publicaciones cientificas deben ser siempre corregidos, ya sea por los mismos autores o por colegas, ya
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que eso contribuye a la robustez y credibilidad de la ciencia.

Manuscrito recibido el 8 de febrero de 2020, aceptado el 31 de marzo de 2020.

Ometto-Stolf et al. (2018) described a case of acute pruri-
go simplex in four persons of the same family living in an
urban area of Brazil, which the authors attributed to bites
by pigeon (Columba livia) lice (Insecta: Phthiraptera).
However, it is evident that the ectoparasites described
and illustrated by Ometto-Stolf ez al. (2018) are blood-
sucking mites, a completely different group of arthropods
(Arachnida: Acari). Besides correcting the authors’ con-
fusion, we argue that lice are not responsible for that type
of dermatoses.

Firstly, lice are among the most host-specific para-
sitic organisms (Johnson & Clayton 2003). Louse species
have adapted to a particular host species during millions
of years of shared evolution. The three human-specific
species, the head louse (Pediculus humanus capitis),
body louse (Pediculus humanus humanus), and the pubic
louse (Pthirus pubis), often bite humans causing a diverse

array of health problems. However, louse species from
other host species, particularly from birds, rarely bite
humans. All bird-specific lice have developed particular
physical and behavioral adaptations for their attachment
to feathers and bird skin, not to mammal hairs or skin
(Marshall 1981).

Secondly, Ometto-Stolf et al. (2018) provide a pho-
tograph showing the presumed lice walking over an in-
terior wall of the affected family house. Normally, lice
do not abandon their host during their entire life cycle,
unless the host is in direct contact with a member of the
same species. On rare occasions, lice leave the host and
walk on eggs during incubation (see Thompson 1936).

Thirdly, based on careful and detailed analysis of
the images included in the paper by Ometto-Stolf et al.
(2018), we are confident that the parasites photographed
and labelled as “adult pigeon lice” are not lice but blood-
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Figure 1. An adult female of the tropical fowl mite (Ornithonys-
sus bursa). Dorsal view. Photography: scanning electron micros-
cope Hitachi SU3500 at the laboratory of parasites and wildlife
disease, Veterinary Faculty, University of Concepcion.

sucking mites, presumably of the genus Ornithonyssus or
Dermanyssus (Fig. 1). Species of these two genera are
bird parasites (e.g. Denmark & Cromroy 2012) and of-
ten move from their nests to surrounding areas after the
nestlings have abandoned the nest. These mites can bite
humans (see below) causing lesions similar to those ob-
served by Ometto-Stolf er al. (2018). Wambier & Wam-
bier (2012) —cited by Ometto-Stolf ez al. (2018)— include
a good review of avian-mite dermatitis, also known as
gamasoidosis or acariasis.

More specifically, the mites photographed by Om-
etto-Stolf et al. (2018) likely belong to one of the fol-
lowing species: the northern fowl mite (Ornithonyssus
sylviarum, see Lucky et al. 2001); the tropical fowl mite
(Ornithonyssus bursa [Fig. 1], see Denmark & Cromroy
2012); or the red mite (Dermanyssus gallinae; see Boyt
1937, Abdigoudarzi et al. 2013, Lucky et al. 2001). All
these mite species can contact and bite humans.

Furthermore, we would like to point out that the al-
leged species of pigeon louse Mallophaga columbicola,

as mentioned by Ometto-Stolf ez al. (2018) in their Dis-
cussion (page 287), does not exist! The taxon Mallopha-
ga only refers to the ordinal or subordinal levels, while
the taxon Columbicola is a genus of pigeon louse, as in
the species Columbicola columbae, correctly mentioned
by Ometto-Stolf et al. (2018).

Finally, we should point out that we submitted this
note to Anais Brasileiros de Dermatologia, but its edi-
tor refused to publish it. The explanation for such rejec-
tion was that, according journal policies, authors of the
original article must first reply to our comments. Since
Ometto-Stolf et al failed to do so after a period of about
one year, we have decided to publish this note here. We
strongly believe that errors in publications as those dis-
cussed here should always be corrected.

LITERATURE CITED

ABDIGOUDARZI, M., M.S. MIRaFzALI & H. BELGHEISZADEH. 2013.
Human infestation with Dermanyssus gallinae (Acari: Der-
manyssidae) in a family referred with pruritus and skin le-
sions. Journal of Arthropod-borne Diseases 8(1):119-123.

Bovr, R.H. 1937. Dermanyssus and Liponyssus avium et gallinae
attacking man. British Journal of Dermatology 49: 66-68.

Denmark, H.A. & H.L. Cromroy. 2012. Tropical fowl mite, Orni-
thonyssus bursa (Berlese) (Arachnida: Acari: Macronyssidae).
University of Florida. Fact Sheet EENY-297.

Lucky, A.W., C.P. Savers, J.D. ArGus & A. Lucky. 2001. Avian
mite bites acquired from a new source pet gerbils: Report of
2 cases and review of the literature. Archives of Dermatology
137: 167-170.

Jonnson, K.P. & D.H. CrayToNn. 2003. The biology, ecology, and
evolution of chewing lice. Pp. 449-476, in: Price, R.D., R.A.
Helenthal, R.L. Palma, K.P. Johnson & D.H. Clyton. The
chewing lice: world checklist and biological overview. lllinois
Natural History Survey Special Publication 24. x + 501 pp.

MAaRSHALL, A.G. 1981. The ecology of ectoparasitic insects. Aca-
demic Press. London. xvi + 459 pp.

OMETTO-STOLF, H., R. D’AviLa-Rers, A.C. CAVALCANTE-EsposiTo
& V. HappaAp-JUNIoR. 2018. Acute prurigo simplex in humans
caused by pigeon lice. Anais Brasileiros de Dermatologia 93:
285-287. doi.org/10.1590/abd 1806-4841.20187120

Price, R.D., R.A. HELLENTHAL, R.L. PaLmA, K.P. Jonnson & D.H.
CrayToN 2003. The chewing lice: world checklist and biologi-
cal overview. lllinois Natural History Survey Special Publica-
tion 24. x + 501 pp.

TrompsoN, G.B. 1936. Mallophaga on a bird’s egg. Entomologist s
Monthly Magazine 72: 94-96.

WaMBIER, C.G. & S.P. WamBIer 2012. Gamasoidosis illustrated —
From the nest to dermoscopy. Anais Brasileiros de Dermato-
logia 87: 926-927.



