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A Case Report of Sarcocystis Infection in a Lesser Flamingo
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Sarcocystis occurs in many mammals
throughout the world. A number of species
of wild and domestic birds have also been
observed with the infection (Springer, 1978).

Kalyakin and Zasukin (1975) reported that
71-72 species of birds belonging to 14 orders
and 28 families, 3 of them are synonyms, were
infected with Sarcocystis in muscles. Drouin
and Mahrt (1979) reported that 40 birds of 23
species in 930 birds of 58 species served as
avian hosts. Munday et al. (1979) also re-
ported 44 species in 832 Australian birds of
129 species. Kaiser and Markus (1983) ex-
amined skeletal muscle from 1511 wild South-
ern African birds of 279 species (represent-
ing 64 families) histologically. Their findings
demonstrated 39 individuals of 24 species
(representing 19 avian families) infected with
Sarcocystis.

To date there has not been any report of
Sarcosystis in Flamingos (Order: Ciconiiformes,
Family: Phoenicopteridae) as an avian host
for the parasites listed by the above authors.

This paper is the first recorded incidence
of a Flamingo being infected with Sarcocystis.

Nine Lesser Flamingos (Phoeniconaias minor)
were transported to Kobe Oji Zoo in May,
1984. The birds were imported through a local
animal trading company. It is assumed the
birds were transported directly from their
native habitat in Africa. An adult male Fla-
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mingo was first observed with clinical signs
of arthritis in September, 1984. The bird
received treatment with antibiotics and adreno-
cortical hormone (ACH) but died despite of
treatment. At necropsy several whitish and
tubular sarcocysts with smooth waslls were
found within the pectoral muscles. No other
pathological lesions associated with Sarcocystis
were observed macroscopically.

It was observed that tiny rice-grain like
sarcosyst (Miescher’s tube) elongated with
their longitudinal body parallel to the long
axis of the skeletal muscle fibers (Fig. 1). The
sarcocysts measured 2.70 + 0.27 mm (range
2.35-3.10 mm) in length and 1.03 * 0.04
mm (range 1.00—1.10 mm) in width. Micro-
scopically banana shaped bradyzoites (Rainey’s
corpuscle) were observed measuring 14.2 *
0.6 um (range 13.8—15.0 um) in length and
2.5 pum in width divided from the sarcocysts
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Fig. 1 Sarcocystis sp. (arrows) in the breast
muscle of a Lesser Flamingo. Bar = 5 mm.
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by squash preparation (Fig. 2).

The skeletal muscles preserved in 10% for-
malin were examined microscopically. Double
layered structures, a spongious inner and
dense outer part filled with many bradyzoites
were observed in the longitudinal sections of
pectoral tissue (Fig. 3). The thickness of the
cyst wall measured 7.9 * 1.9 um (range
5.0-10.0 um). However, specimens of the
skeletal muscles harboring these cysts did not
demonstrate any pathological changes due to
the presence of the parasite.

It was not possible to determine chance
and source of the infection in the present case.
It is assumed that the bird was infected with
Sarcocystis in Africa prior to importation
into Japan. No infection from these parasites
has been observed in the other Flamingos and
bird species at necropsy in the zoo prior to this

15 um.

Fig. 3 Cyst in the breast muscle of a Lesser
Flamingo. H.E.-stained section. Bar = §
mm.
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report.

It is known that Sarcocystis spp. are obliga-
tory two-host parasites, generally alternating
between a herbivorous intermediate host and
a carnivorous final host (Dubey and Fayer,
1983). But in this case it could not be con-
cluded what kind of wild animals would be the
final host of the parasite under natural condi-
tions, because experimental infections of
Sarcocystis from the bird to carnivorous ani-
mals were not attempted.

With the captive conditions at our zoo, there
may be no possibility for the parasites in re-
maining eight exposed birds to continue their
life cycle further more. Because the suspected
birds will not be consumed by any carnivorous
animal, there is no possibility of the Sarcocystis
infection being transmitted to its other obliga-
tory host from the Lesser Flamingos. Even if a
carnivorous host is the final host of the life
cycle of the Sarcocystis, the zoo management
conditions insure that the Sarcocystis infec-
tions, if present in the remaining Flamingos,
will terminate within the suspected birds.

The identification of Sarcocystis sp. found
in the Lesser Flamingo could not be done by
macro- and microscopical observation in the
present report. A literature indicates that
approximately six different species of Sarco-
cystis in wild South African birds can be
distinguished on the basis of the fine structure
of the cyst wall with electron microscopy
(Kaiser and Markus, 1983). It was also reported
that similar type of cysts can be found in un-
related birds and provided that the species of
avian Sarcocystis can have a loose host speci-
ficity (Box and Smith, 1982). Accordingly,
it would be possible to examine by electron
microscope the type of cyst wall of the Sarco-
cystis found in the Lesser Flamingo to deter-
mine the species specificity, if any.
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