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INTRODUCTION

ÅTrematode diversity in snails in New Mexico

ÅThe trematode subclass Digenea, with ~2,500 genera, and ~18,000 species worldwide is one of the most spectacular 

radiations among metazoan parasites

ÅAdult digenetic trematodes are obligate parasites in most vertebrates. Their larvae depend on mollusks  as first 

intermediate hosts, therefore, freshwater snails play a major role in trematode life cycles, that can include 2-4 hosts 

(Figure 1).

ÅSnails are and easy and low impact host to collect and examine for parasites. With the ease of molecular techniques, 

a comparative database can be established and adult worms from vertebrates can be linked to larvae from their snail 

host. 

ÅTrematode larvae indicate the types of vertebrate host using the environment, and can indicate óhealthô of the area, in 

part because they have complex life cycles (involves several species for successful transmission).

ÅóSwimmerôs itchô or cercarial dermatitis in the Southwest

ÅCercarial dermatitis, also known as ñswimmerôs itchò, an ailment caused by the penetration of human skin by the 

cercariae of schistosome trematode parasites. Adult schistosomes typically live in the mesenteric blood vessels of 

birds and mammals.

ÅCompared to the northern latitudes of the U.S. where cercarial dermatitis is a common summer time occurrence, the 

relatively arid southwest hardly seems a likely place for this water-borne ailment to occur with any frequency.

ÅRecently, in 2007, outbreaks were reported in northern New Mexico and in central Colorado. We presume that most of 

the transmission of these parasites occurs in the northern latitudes. However, what remains unclear is what proportion 

of the species harbored by waterfowl is maintained in the southwest? We have very little baseline data. Snails are ideal 

as they do not migrate and harbor the population of parasites found in the birds   

GOALS

-To discover and describe the species of avian schistosomes

present in the southwest in order to understand the

epidemiology and epizoology of this parasite in outbreaks of

cercarial dermatitis, or óswimmerôsitchô.

-Initiate database of larval trematodes of New Mexico- ie Bosque

del Apache, Valles Caldera, Bitter Lake NWR.

DISCUSSION

-Trematode diversity at Bosque del Apache (BdA) is typical of a dynamic system in

the southwest. Since the area is effectively an ephemeral habitat, how snails and their

trematodes recolonize after drying would be a novel study.

-As the summer progressed, diversity of trematodes species decreased, and by

August, only echinostome trematodes were collected. Schistosomes were collected

only early in the summer.

-Gyraulus parvus, very common snail in NM, was notably missing. Perhaps they

cannot persist in habitats that dry.

-So far we have found 12 species of avian schistosome in NM, one of them was

collected at BdA, but at least 4 more could occur. These 4 also use physid and

lymnaeid snails.

-Trichobilharzia physellae may be the key etiological agent and the widespread and

adaptive nature of physid snails may contribute to the increased spread of dermatitis

in recreation waters.

Physa acuta Fossaria bulimoides Helisoma trivolvis

RESULTS

-From May-October 2009, collected 1000 Physa acuta (Physidae), 

150 Fossaria bulimoides (Lymnaeidae), and 50 Helisoma trivolvis 

(Planorbidae). Snails were not found after August.

-8 families of trematodes were collected, representing about 9 

species (Figures 2, 3). 

-The most abundant snail was Physa acuta,  and well as the 

species which harbored the highest diversity of trematodes.

-A majority of the species of trematodes collected occur as adults 

in birds. Vasotrema is specifically a blood trematode of turtles.

-Trichobilharzia physellae, is a schistosome that is known to cause 

swimmerôs itch and was collected in June. This species mainly 

occurs in diving ducks and is probably the species most 

responsible of itch in the southwest.

-

Figure 2. Images of snails collected and the trematode larvae 

that were collected. Colors around images correspond to the 

colors in the bars in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Graph showing the percent infected snails and the species of trematodes found in each 

of the 3 species of snails collected. 
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Figure 1. General life cycle of 

trematodes


