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Abstract

Urban rodents are associated with parasites and pathogens, which present health risks for
humans, but information on factors related to parasite and pathogen infection in rodents
in cities of Latin America is scarce. This study analyzes the hosts, host community structure
and environmental characteristics of parasite and pathogen fauna present in the three species
of urban rodents in an urban area of South America. Rodents were captured seasonally in
seven different neighborhoods. Digestive tracts were dissected under stereoscopic microscopy
and feces were processed using a sedimentation technique. Protozoa and bacteria were
detected through polymerase chain reaction and indirect immunofluorescence techniques.
In Rattus norvegicus, Rattus rattus and Mus musculus, ten helminths, three protozoa and
two bacteria were found. Six were zoonotic: Toxoplasma gondii; Hymenolepis diminuta;
Rodentolepis nana; Strobilocercus fasciolaris; Leptospira borgpetersenii; and Leptospira interro-
gans. The parasite and pathogen infections were influenced by the host species, the host
community structure, the season, and the presence of streams in the neighborhood. Urban
rodents may be the infection source of many zoonotic diseases and it is important to generate
public policies for this problem. This study is one example of the situation of many cities of
Latin America, where peripheral neighborhoods are growing dramatically.

Introduction

Human activities throughout the ages have led to dramatic alterations of the environment, but
never as marked as in the 20th and 21st centuries (Behnke et al., 2004). In many developing
countries, unplanned growth in urban centers leads to the emergence of precarious dwellings
in areas that are unsuitable for civil construction; this does not foster the practice of good
hygiene habits and contributes to the deterioration of environmental conditions.
Urbanization processes and problems related to the disposal of solid waste, drainage of rain-
water, and sewage collection and treatment have become serious and almost uncontrollable
issues (de Masi et al., 2009).

The disturbances created by city growth destroy the habitats of native species and create
habitats for the relatively few species that can adapt to urban and suburban conditions, favored
by the stable availability of food and shelter (Chace & Walsh, 2006; Bradley & Altizer, 2007;
Cavia et al., 2009). Clear examples of such invasive synanthropic species are the urban rodents:
the Norway rat (Rattus norvegicus Berkenhput, 1769) and the black rat (Rattus rattus
Linnaeus, 1758), originally from Southeast Asia and North Africa/West Asia, respectively,
and the house mouse (Mus musculus Linnaeus, 1758), originally from Southeast Asia
(Lobos et al., 2005; Nagorsen, 2005; Bonnefoy et al., 2008; Puckett et al., 2016). Many aspects
of their biology, such as an enormous reproductive potential, their feeding behavior and adap-
tation to urban environments, contribute to the success of their worldwide invasion (Cavia
et al., 2009; Himsworth et al., 2013; Vadell et al., 2014; Kosoy et al., 2015).

Studies involving urban rodents are scarce compared to their importance to public health
and there is a lack of interest in studies carried out on widely distributed species when the
contributions are regional. However, this information is valuable for understanding the behav-
ior of diseases transmitted by rodents to humans and animals. A large number of pathogens
and parasite species utilize rodents to fulfill part of their life cycle (Battersby et al., 2002;
Milazzo et al., 2003; Easterbrook et al., 2007; Meerburg et al., 2009; Hancke & Suárez,
2017; Panti-May et al., 2018). Among the most common helminth species recorded are
Capillaria hepatica (Bancroft, 1893), Heterakis spumosa Schneider, 1866, Nippostrongylus bra-
siliensis Travassos, 1914, Hymenolepis diminuta Rudolphi, 1819, Rodentolepis nana (Von
Siebold, 1852) and Hidatiguera taeniaeformis (Batsch, 1786), some of which present health
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risks (Landaeta-Aqueveque et al., 2007; Kataranovski et al., 2011;
Zain et al., 2012; Fitte et al., 2017). Protozoa parasites with health
implications, such as Giardia muris Blanchard, 1888, Neospora
caninum Dubey et al., 1988, and Toxoplasma gondii Nicolle &
Manceaux, 1908 (Franjola et al., 1995; Muradian et al., 2012;
Seifollahi et al., 2016) have also been recorded, as well as many
bacteria that affect health, such as Leptospira spp. Noguchi 1917
and Yersinia pestis Lehmann & Neumann, 1896 (Meerburg
et al., 2009; Himsworth et al., 2013).

Identifying and understanding the biology of rodent-
associated parasites and pathogens, and their relationship with
internal and/or external factors which favor their presence, is fun-
damental for the prevention of severe disease in humans and
domestic animals (Bordes et al., 2015). Some helminths and
protozoa species (e.g., T. gondii, Hymenolepis spp.) are worrying
because they are not subject to mandatory reporting (Lykins
et al., 2016; Dellarupe et al., 2019). Also, the symptoms caused
by some pathogens (e.g., Leptospira spp, Hantavirus spp.) are
often confused with other common pathologies, leading to serious
cases and even death when they are diagnosed late (Ministerio de
Salud de la Nación, 2014).

The richness and composition of parasite assemblages depends
on a series of factors related to the host species, their geographic
range, body size, population density, social behavior and diet
(Morand & Poulin, 1998; Arneberg, 2002; Poulin, 2004; Poulin
& George-Nascimento, 2007), as well as variations in environ-
mental conditions that operate as specific sources of selection
pressures (Behnke et al., 2004; Deter et al., 2007). In urban
areas, structural and environmental conditions play a fundamen-
tal role in relation to the presence of rodents and the associated
parasite fauna (Traweger & Slotta-Bachmayr, 2005; Traweger
et al., 2006; Cavia et al., 2009; Hancke et al., 2011), and these
become a threat to human health due to the proximity in
which people, domestic animals and rodents coexist
(Himsworth et al., 2013; Rothenburger et al., 2017). Moreover,
community interactions in pathogen transmission are being
increasingly studied to understand the multi-host ecology of zoo-
notic pathogens, since most infectious agents circulate in commu-
nities of hosts infected with multiple parasites (Johnson et al.,
2015; Hassell et al., 2017). Changes in the community structure,
including pathogens and hosts, have epidemiological conse-
quences (Telfer et al., 2010; Johnson et al., 2015).

The aim of this study was to record the parasite and pathogen
fauna present in the three species of urban rodents in seven neigh-
borhoods of the city of Gran La Plata, province of Buenos Aires,
Argentina, analyzing the relation of parasite and pathogen infec-
tion with host characteristics, host community structure and
environmental characteristics.

Material and methods

Study area

The study was conducted in the La Plata and Berisso departments
in the area of Gran La Plata, in the north-east of the province of
Buenos Aires, Argentina. Sampling was carried out in seven
neighborhoods; five peripheral to La Plata (fig. 1): Malvinas
Argentinas (34.5643°S, 58.0036°W), La Isla (34.5328°S, 57.5925°W),
El Retiro (34.5751°S, 58.0017°W), La Latita (34.5831°S, 57.5830°W)
and Abasto (34.5805°S, 58.0147°W); one peripheral to Berisso:
El Carmen (34.5533°S, 57.5309°W); and one belonging to the
inner city of La Plata: Casco Urbano (34.5516°S, 57.5716°W).

These neighborhoods present different levels of urbanization. El
Carmen, El Retiro, La Latita and Malvinas Argentinas are charac-
terized by poor environmental and structural features such as
inadequate garbage removal, lack of a sanitation network and pot-
able water, with areas susceptible to flooding and with domestic
animals without sufficient care. El Retiro, El Carmen and La
Isla neighborhoods are crossed by highly contaminated streams.
Abasto is situated in a rural area, with important agricultural
activity. Casco Urbano, being part of La Plata city center, presents
all services.

Sample collection

Rodent trapping surveys were performed from September 2014 to
September 2015. Each neighborhood was sampled for four con-
secutive seasons. Rodents were captured using cage live traps
(15 × 16 × 31 cm), Sherman traps (8 × 9×23 cm) and snap traps
(17.5 × 8.5 cm). The bait consisted of a mixture of oats, banana
and animal fat, carrot, and meat pieces. During seasonal sam-
plings, between 30 and 50 traps were set daily for three consecu-
tive nights inside or in the backyard of houses of each
neighborhood, resulting in a trapping effort of 90–150 trap-nights
in each neighborhood for each season.

The individuals captured were identified for species, sexed, and
measured (full body and tail length). Specimens were sacrificed
following procedures and protocols approved by national laws
(Animal Protection National Law 14.346 and references in the
provincial permits) and the Laboratory, Farm and Wildlife
Animals Research Ethics Committee of the National Council of
Scientific and Technical Research (CONICET).

Parasitological analysis

The digestive tract, kidneys, and fecal samples were fixed in 10%
formalin or stored at −20°C, according to the technique applied
to analyze the tissue. Rodent samples were studied in the
Centro de Estudios Parasitológicos y de Vectores (CEPAVE) of
La Plata and in the Laboratorio de Inmunoparasitología
(LAINPA) of the Facultad de Ciencias Veterinarias (FCV) of
the Universidad Nacional de La Plata (UNLP).

Digestive tracts were dissected under stereoscopic microscopy
(Olympus SZ61-TR). Parasites were removed and preserved in
70% alcohol. Nematodes were diaphanized with lactophenol
and mounted. Cestoda were overstained with acid carmine, dehy-
drated through an alcohol series, diaphanized in eugenol and
mounted in Canada balsam for their identification. Specimens
were observed under Olympus BX 51 (40-1000 X) optic micros-
copy. Helminths were identified following the keys from
Travassos (1914), Anderson et al. (2009) and Gibbons (2010)
for Nematoda, and Khalil et al. (1994) for Cestoda, and specific
literature, i.e., Wardle & McLeod (1952); Robles et al. (2008);
Guerreiro Martins et al. (2014); Fitte et al. (2017); Lavikainen
et al. (2016); and Swain et al. (2016). Fecal samples were pro-
cessed using a sedimentation technique modified for this study,
which included homogenization, filtration and microcentrifuga-
tion in 1.5-ml Eppendorf tubes for 2 min. at 3000 rpm, to concen-
trate the largest number of eggs in the minimum possible volume
for identifying protozoa and eggs or larvae of helminths. The
identification was based on Thienpont et al. (1979). For the detec-
tion of Eimeria spp. Schneider, 1875, fecal samples were processed
using the sedimentation technique modified for this study
(detailed above) and observed under Olympus BX 51 (40-1000

2 B. Fitte et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523


X) optic microscopy. Two complementary analyses were con-
ducted for detection of T. gondii and N. caninum. First, a simple
polymerase chain reaction (PCR) technique was applied from
rodent brain samples; for T. gondii Tox5-Tox8 primers, and for
N. caninum Np6+/Np21+ primers were used (Moré et al.,
2010). The PCR conditions used are detailed in Dellarupe et al.
(2019). Secondly, an indirect immunofluorescence (IFI) analysis
was applied following Dubey & Frenkel (1998), and Dellarupe

et al. (2019). For Leptospira spp. detection, a conventional PCR
was applied targeting the lipL32 gene in a kidney sample
(Agudelo-Flórez et al., 2009). The PCR was performed using
the primers lipL32/270 F and lipL32/692R (Agudelo-Flórez
et al., 2009). The PCR conditions are detailed in
Agudelo-Flórez et al. (2009). Samples positive for Leptospira
spp. were identified as two species by sequencing and compar-
ing with other closely related species (Fitte & Kosoy, 2021).

Fig. 1. Map of Gran La Plata, Buenos Aires province, Argentina; the annual mean trap success of each host species registered in each neighborhood and images of
neighborhoods involved in the present study: (1) Abasto; (2) Casco Urbano; (3) El Carmen; (4) El Retiro; (5) La Isla; (6) La Latita; and (7) Malvinas Argentinas.

Journal of Helminthology 3

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523


Statistical analysis

For each parasite and pathogen taxon, the prevalence (P) for each
host and neighborhood was calculated, and for helminths, para-
site mean abundance (MA) and mean intensity (MI) indexes
were also estimated following Bush et al. (1997).

The effects of species, sex, and body length or age among host
characteristics, as well as host (rodent) community structure, the
presence of a stream in the neighborhood and the season as envir-
onmental characteristics, were analyzed in relation to parasite and
pathogen infection and parasite abundance. The presence of
streams in the neighborhoods was considered because of the
role that these play in urban rodent settlement (Traweger &
Slotta-Bachmayr, 2005; Cavia et al., 2019a) as well as in the trans-
mission of some pathogens (Soares et al., 2010). Age in months
was estimated for R. norvegicus, based on body length following
Gómez Villafañe et al. (2012), while body length was used as
an age reference for R. rattus and M. musculus.

To characterize the rodent community structure in the neigh-
borhood where each individual host was caught, we first estimated
the abundance of each rodent species in each season and neigh-
borhood by trap success: the number of individuals captured/
number of trap-nights (Mills et al., 1991). Then, to synthesize
the host community structure, a principal components analysis
(PCA) was performed from the covariance matrix with the
mean annual trap success for each species captured in each neigh-
borhood (Legendre & Legendre, 2012). The scores from the first
principal component from each study site were used to describe
the host community structure of each neighborhood (from now
on the host community score).

Due to the low number of individuals caught in some seasons,
they were grouped by season: autumn–winter (April–September,
with monthly temperatures below 16°C and monthly precipitation
below 100 mm); and spring–summer (October–March, with
mean monthly temperatures equal to or above 16°C and monthly
precipitation averaging 100 mm). To analyze whether the para-
site/pathogen assemblage present in each individual host depends
on the host species, sex, body length or age, or the host commu-
nity score, or if it was caught in the cold or warm season, or in a
neighborhood with the presence of a stream, canonical corres-
pondence analyses (CCA) were performed, using each helminth
species abundance and the infestation status (infected or not
infected) for protozoa and bacteria as the response variables,
and host species, sex, body length or age, host community
score, season, and presence of a stream as explanatory variables.
A forward selection procedure was used based on Akaike informa-
tion criterion (AIC) to include variables that explain pathogen/
parasite assemblage structure in the individuals. This analysis was
performed using the vegan package (Oksanen et al., 2013) of the
R software, version 3.0.1 (R Core Team, 2013).

For each host species separately and for each parasite or patho-
gen taxon, we analyzed the effects on individual infection of host
sex and body length/age, the season and the presence of a stream.
We also analyzed, for each parasite or pathogen taxon, whether
the infection depends on the host species. For this, multiple
regression analysis was applied with generalized linear mixed
models, with binomial distribution of errors and logistic link
function for individual infection, and Poisson distribution for hel-
minth abundance (Zuur et al., 2009). When overdispersion was
observed in helminth abundance analyses, models with negative
binomial distribution of errors and logit link function were
used (Zuur et al., 2009). Neighborhood was included in the

model as a random effect because these were sampled repeatedly
in each season. When the random effect did not improve the
model, the neighborhood factor was removed and generalized lin-
ear models were used (Zuur et al., 2009). A forward stepwise pro-
cedure was used for factor selection on these multiple regression
analyses, based on the greater change in deviance for factors or
interactions. When more than one candidate model was found,
we employed the AIC for model selection, reporting only models
with ΔAIC <3 in relation to the best-fit model with the lowest AIC
(Burnham & Anderson, 2002). For the accuracy measures, Kappa
index (K) and proportion of correct classifications (PCC) are
reported (Titus et al., 1984).

Results

A total of 136 rodents, of the urban species M. musculus, R. nor-
vegicus, and R. rattus, were captured with a trapping effort of 972
Sherman trap-nights, 972 cage live trap-nights and 1044 snap
trap-nights. The three host species were captured in El Carmen,
La Isla and El Retiro, two species in La Latita and Malvinas
Argentinas, and only one species was caught in Abasto and
Casco Urbano (fig. 1). According to the PCA, abundance of the
three rodent species was not independent in the neighborhoods.
The first principal component (PC1) explained 76.6% of the asso-
ciation between the mean trap success of the captured host species
in the neighborhoods. This component distinguishes neighbor-
hoods with comparatively higher abundances of M. musculus
(Pearson r = 0.95) and lower abundances of R. rattus (Pearson r
=−0.20) and R. norvegicus (Pearson r =−0.24) from neighbor-
hoods with comparatively higher abundances of R. rattus and R.
norvegicus and lower abundances of M. musculus.

A total of 62.5% of the rodents were infected with at least one
parasite or pathogen taxon. Rattus norvegicus was the dominant
host species in Abasto and El Retiro with a total of 89.29% indi-
viduals parasitized; R. rattus was the dominant species in El
Carmen with 90.48% of individuals parasitized; while M. muscu-
lus was the dominant host species in La Isla, La Latita, Malvinas
Argentinas and Casco Urbano with 41.12% of individuals parasi-
tized (fig. 1).

A total of 15 parasite and pathogen taxa were found: ten cor-
responded to helminths; three to protozoa; and two to bacteria.
The occurrence of parasite and pathogen taxa varied between
neighborhoods. Strobilocercus fasciolaris was the only species
found in all the neighborhoods, followed by T. gondii, found in
all the neighborhoods except Casco Urbano (table 1). The highest
numbers of parasites and pathogens were recorded in neighbor-
hoods with streams (table 1). Among the taxa with health risk,
H. diminuta, Rodentolepis nana and S. fasciolaris (Helminths),
T. gondii (Protozoa), and Leptospira borgpetersenii and
Leptospira interrogans (Bacteria) were found (table 1).

According to the CCA, the host species (F2,83 = 9.56, P < 0.001)
and the PC1 (host community structure, F1,83 = 4.87, P < 0.001)
were the only features that explained the variation of the compos-
ition and abundance of parasite and pathogen assemblages,
explaining 23.92% of their variation (fig. 2; CCA, F3,83 = 8.70, P
< 0.001). Ten parasite and pathogen taxa were found in
R. norvegicus, and nine in R. rattus and M. musculus.
Nippostrongylus brasiliensis, H. spumosa, S. fasciolaris, Eimeria
spp. and T. gondii were recorded in the three host species. The
rest of the parasite and pathogen taxa were found in two or one
host species (table 2). The CCA indicated that both Rattus species
showed a similar composition and abundance of parasites and
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Table 1. Prevalence % (P), mean abundance (MA), mean intensity (MI), parasite/pathogen richness (S) and number of individuals analyzed (n) for each neighborhood, and proportion of neighborhoods in which each
parasite/pathogen were registered on rodents captured over the seven neighborhoods studied (Prop) in Gran La Plata, from 2014 to 2015.

Abasto Casco Urbano El Carmen El Retiro

Neighborhood (n = 5, S = 6) (n = 9, S = 1) (n = 21, S = 11) (n = 24, S = 8)

Parasite/pathogen P MA MI P MA MI P MA MI P MA MI

Leptospira borgpetersenii 0 - - 0 - - 4.76 - - 0 - -

Leptospira interrogans 0 - - 0 - - 0 - - 8.33 - -

Eimeria spp. 1/5 - - 0 - - 9.52 - - 4.17 - -

Toxoplasma gondii 2/5 - - 0 - - 33.33 - - 37.50 - -

Neospora caninum 0 - - 0 - - 0 - - 0 - -

Strobilocercus fasciolaris 1/5 1/5 1/1 1/9 1/9 1/1 9.52 0.10 1 33.33 0.67 2

Rodentolepis nana 0 0 0 0 0 0 4.76 0.05 1 8.33 0.29 3.5

Hymenolepis diminuta 2/5 5/5 5/2 0 0 0 14.29 0.48 3.33 0 0 0

Heterakis spumosa 2/5 16/5 16/2 0 0 0 42.86 4.71 11 0 0 0

Nippostrongylus brasiliensis 3/5 141/5 141/3 0 0 0 61.90 46.10 74.46 45.83 9.46 20.36

Strongylides ratti 0 0 0 0 0 0 4.76 1.86 39 16.67 0.88 5.25

Syphacia obvelata 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Acantocephala spp. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Trichuris muris 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Calodium hepaticum 0 0 0 0 0 0 4.76 0 0 0 0 0

Neighborhood La Isla La Latita Malvina Argentinas

(n = 26, S = 13) (n = 28, S = 6) (n = 23, S = 4)

parasite/pathogen P MA MI P MA MI P MA MI Prop.

L. borgpetersenii 23.08 - - 14.29 - - 0 - - 3/7

L. interrogans 0 - - 0 - - 0 - - 1/4

Eimeria spp. 3.85 - - 0 - - 0 - - 4/7

T. gondii 42.31 - - 21.43 - - 21.74 - - 6/7

N. caninum 3.85 - - 0 - - 0 - - 1/7

S. fasciolaris 30.77 0.69 2.25 14.29 0.18 1.25 13.04 0.17 1.33 7/7

R. nana 3.85 0.12 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3/7

H. diminuta 3.85 0.12 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3/7

H. spumosa 30.77 4.38 14.25 3.57 0.39 11 0 0 0 4/7

N. brasiliensis 30.77 22.23 72.25 0 0 0 0 0 0 4/7

(Continued )
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pathogens, which at the same time differed from those of M. mus-
culus individuals. A stronger association was observed between
Rattus species and H. diminuta, R. nana and Strongylides ratti
Sandground, 1925, and between M. musculus and L. borgpeterse-
nii and Syphacia obvelata Rudolphi, 1802 (tables 1 and 2, fig. 2).
Moreover, parasite abundance or pathogen infestation depended
on whether the host community was dominated by M. musculus
or by the Rattus species. The abundance of S. fasciolaris and S.
ratti and the frequency of infestation of S. obvelata and L. borgper-
senii were comparatively higher on individuals caught in neigh-
borhoods where M. musculus was more abundant, while the
abundance of N. brasiliensis and H. diminuta was higher on indi-
viduals in neighborhoods with higher abundance of R. norvegicus
or R. rattus (fig. 2). The frequency of T. gondii infection (preva-
lence) was higher in individuals of R. norvegicus than in M. mus-
culus, while R. rattus showed intermediate values (tables 2 and
3A). The prevalence values of T. gondii were similar for both
sexes, for the different body lengths/ages, for both seasons and
for neighborhoods with or without streams in the three host spe-
cies (P > 0.05 for all cases).

The prevalence of H. spumosa was higher in Rattus species
than in M. musculus (table 3B). None of the factors analyzed
explained the prevalence differences in R. norvegicus and R. rattus
(P > 0.05 for all cases). For H. spumosa comparisons, M. musculus
was eliminated because only three individuals were parasitized.
The abundance of this helminth was similar for both Rattus spe-
cies (likelihood-ratio test (LRT) = 0.031; gl = 1; P = 0.859; table 1).
None of the variables analyzed explained the variations in the
abundance of this parasite (P > 0.05 for all cases).

The prevalence of N. brasiliensis was higher in Rattus species
than in M. musculus (table 3C). Its prevalence in R. norvegicus
was higher during the cold season than in the warm season
(89.47% and 55.56%, respectively; table 3 D). In R. rattus, all
the infected individuals corresponded to neighborhoods with
streams (table 1). Abundance was not analyzed in M. musculus,
since only three individuals were parasitized. The abundance
was similar for both Rattus species (LRT = 1.748; gl = 1; P=Ta
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Fig. 2. Spatial ordering of components 1 and 2 (canonical correspondence analyses
(CCA) axis 1 and CCA axis 2, respectively) of the (left) host individuals based on hel-
minth abundance, and protozoa and bacterial infection restricted by (right) host spe-
cies and host community structure (first principal component (PC1)) according to the
CCA. [inset: Spatial ordering of components 1 and 2 (PC1 and second principal com-
ponent (PC2), respectively) according to principal components analysis of mean
annual trap success in each neighborhood for each host species used to synthesize
the host community structure on the CCA]. Different symbols indicate individuals of
different host species. Rn: Rattus. norvegicus, Rr: Rattus rattus, Mm: Mus musculus, TS:
trap success, PC1: first principal component used to characterize the host community
structure in the neighborhoods. Increasing values of PC1 indicate comparatively
higher abundance of M. musculus and lower abundance of R. rattus and R. norvegicus,
while decreasing values of PC1 indicate the opposite. Numbers in the inset plot cor-
respond to neighborhoods as in fig. 1.
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0.186; table 2). For R. norvegicus, abundance tended to be higher
in males than in females (table 4A). For R. rattus, one outlier was
observed with 228 parasites and it was therefore dropped from the
analyses. After this, none of the variables analyzed explained the
variations in abundance of this parasite (P > 0.05 for all cases).

Strobilocercus fasciolaris tended to be more prevalent in R. nor-
vegicus than in the other host species (tables 2 and 3 E). The
prevalence was higher in R. norvegicus and M. musculus during
the cold season (prevalence in R. norvegicus: 47.37% in cold sea-
sons – 11.11% in warm seasons; prevalence in M. musculus: 35.71%
in cold seasons – 10.96% in warm seasons; table 3F and G). Its
abundance was higher in R. norvegicus and R. rattus than in M.
musculus (tables 2 and 4B). Rattus norvegicus and M. musculus
presented higher abundance in cold seasons than in warm seasons
(table 4C and D), but no variable explained the abundance differ-
ences in R. rattus (P > 0.05 for all cases).

For S. ratti, only specimens of R. norvegicus and R. rattus were
found parasitized, with similar prevalence in both species (LRT =
0.247; gl = 1; P = 0.619; table 1). Abundance of this helminth was
also similar in both Rattus species (LRT = 0.496; gl = 1; P = 0.481).
Due to the low number of rodent specimens parasitized, the rela-
tion to different factors was not analyzed. However, all the
infected individuals of R. norvegicus were caught in neighbor-
hoods with streams (table 1).

For S. obvelata in M. musculus, overdispersion could not be
controlled in models (overdispersion parameter >20). However,
females in the warm season showed the highest prevalence and
abundance (Supplemental material).

For Leptospira spp., there were no differences in the prevalence
in R. norvegicus and M. musculus (LRT = 0.266; gl = 1; P = 0.606).
None of the variables analyzed could explain the infection varia-
tions of L. borgpetersenii in M. musculus (P > 0.05 for all cases).

Differences in L. interrogans infection in R. norvegicus were not
analyzed due to the low number (two) of infected individuals.
For the other pathogen and parasite taxa studied, analyses could
not be conducted because few individuals were infected.

Discussion

Although there are studies on the relationship of urban rodents,
pathogens and parasites (Jittapalapong et al., 2009; Himsworth
et al., 2013; Costa et al., 2014; Panti-May et al., 2015), only a
few focus on the composition of parasite fauna and their relation-
ships with hosts, host community structure and environmental
characteristics (Panti-May et al., 2015). Moreover, studies that
summarize and compare results, including the three urban rodent
species in an integrated way, are scarce (e.g., Hancke & Suárez,
2017). In this survey, a community approach (Johnson et al.,
2015) was used in a scenario with zoonotic multi-pathogens
and parasites and multi-hosts. This is the first study carried out
in Gran La Plata, which serves as an example of the situation of
cities of Argentina and Latin America. Here, six parasite and/or
pathogen taxa with health risk were found, with evidence that
the composition and abundance of parasites and pathogens are
influenced not only by host and environmental characteristics,
but also by the host community structure, as Johnson et al.
(2015) proposed. Among environmental characteristics, the
changes in environmental conditions due to seasonality and
the presence of a stream, explained the variations observed in
the prevalence and abundance of some parasite and/or pathogen
taxa in the host species.

The three urban rodent species are sympatric, but they are
exploiting different microenvironments with different degrees of
urbanization (Cavia et al., 2009, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; Coto,

Table 2. Prevalence % (P), mean abundance (MA), mean intensity (MI), parasite/pathogen richness (S) and number of individuals analyzed (n) for each host species,
and proportion of host species in which each parasite/pathogen occurred over the three rodent species (Prop) captured in the seven neighborhoods studied in Gran
La Plata, from 2014 to 2015.

Host species
Rattus norvegicus (n = 28, S = 11) Rattus rattus (n = 21, S = 10) Mus musculus (n = 87, S = 9)

Parasite/pathogen P MA MI P MA MI P MA MI Prop.

Leptospira borgpetersenii 0 - - 0 - - 13.75 - - 1/3

Leptospira interrogans 8 - - 0 - - 0 - - 1/3

Eimeria spp. 3.57 - - 9.52 - - 2.3 - - 3/3

Toxoplasma gondii 45.4 - - 27.78 - - 13.95 - - 3/3

Neospora caninum 0 - - 0 - - 2.33 - - 1/3

Strobilocercus fasciolaris 35.7 0.68 1.9 19.05 0.52 2.75 13.79 0.18 1.33 3/3

Rodentolepis nana 10.7 0.36 3.33 4.76 0.05 1 0 0 0 2/3

Hymenolepis diminuta 10.7 0.18 1.67 14.29 0.48 3.33 0 0 0 2/3

Heterakis spumosa 35.7 4.93 13.8 33.33 3.76 11.29 3.45 0.25 7.33 3/3

Nippostrongylus brasiliensis 78.5 45.32 57.68 47.62 22.86 48 4.6 0.21 4.5 3/3

Strongylides ratti 25 6.32 25.29 19.05 6.67 35 0 0 0 2/3

Syphacia obvelata 0 0 0 0 0 0 16.09 3.6 22.36 1/3

Acantocephala spp. 3.57 0.18 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 1/3

Trichuris muris 0 0 0 0 0 0 1.15 0.01 1 1/3

Calodium hepaticum 0 0 0 4.76 0 0 0 0 0 1/3
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Table 3. Analysis of the individual infection of parasite and pathogen taxa in relation to hosts and environmental variables in Gran La Plata, from 2014 to 2015 (see
text). In all cases, variables were introduced in models when they produced a significant deviance (P < 0.05).

A) Individual infection Toxoplasma gondii� host species

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (Mus musculus) −1.344 0.265 <0.001

Rattus norvegicus 1.487 0.462 0.001

Rattus rattus 0.651 0.533 0.222

LRT = 10.662; d.f. = 2 P = 0.005; residual deviance = 154.120; residual d.f. = 133;
PCC = 0.721; Kappa = 0.263

B) Individual infection Heterakis spumosa� host species

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (M. musculus) −3.332 0.588 <0.001

R. norvegicus 2.744 0.708 <0.001

R. rattus 2.639 0.748 <0.001

LRT = 24.249; d.f. = 2; P < 0.001; residual deviance = 89.331; residual d.f. = 133;
PCC = 0.743; Kappa = 0.359

C) Individual infection Nippostrongylus brasiliensis� host species

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (M. musculus) −3.332 0.588 <0.001

R. norvegicus 4.632 0.747 <0.001

R. rattus 3.237 0.732 <0.001

LRT = 70.853; d.f. = 2 P < 0.001; residual deviance = 84.260; residual d.f. = 133;
PCC = 0.853; Kappa = 0.660

D) Individual infection N. brasiliensis in R. norvegicus � seasons

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (warm period) 0.223 0.671 0.739

cold period 1.917 1.004 0.056

LRT = 3.944; d.f. = 1; P = 0.047; residual deviance = 25.152; residual d.f. = 26;
PCC = 0.607; Kappa = 0.287

E) Individual infection Strobilocercus fasciolaris� host species*

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (M. musculus) −1.739 0.301 <0.001

R. norvegicus 1.151 0.496 0.020

R. rattus 0.292 0.632 0.644

LRT = 5.227; d.f. = 2; P=0.073; residual deviance = 130.333; residual d.f. = 133;
PCC = 0.743; Kappa = 0.202

F) Individual infection S. fasciolaris in R. norvegicus� seasons

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (warm period) −2.079 1.061 0.0499

cold period 1.974 1.156 0.0877

LRT = 3.933; d.f. = 1; P=0.473; residual deviance = 32.566; residual d.f. = 26;
PCC = 0.607; Kappa = 0.287

G) Individual infection S. fasciolaris in M. musculus� seasons

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (warm period) −2.095 0.3747 <0.001

cold period 1.507 0.6719 0.025

LRT = 4.663; d.f. = 1; P = 0.031; residual deviance = 68.715; residual d.f. = 85;
PCC = 0.805; Kappa = 0.255

For all cases, the random effect of the neighborhood was deleted because it did not improve the model. Therefore, generalized linear models were applied. LRT: likelihood-ratio test, d.f.:
degrees of freedom, PCC: proportion of correct classifications, SE: standard error.
*Marginal significant values.

8 B. Fitte et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523


2015). If these microenvironments are considered separately, R.
norvegicus could be expected to share its parasite fauna with M.
musculus rather than with R. rattus, given that those two species
live in contact with the ground and water, while the latter lives in
higher strata (Coto, 2015; Cavia et al., 2019a, 2019b, 2019c).
However, our results show that the parasite fauna of both
Rattus species are similar, and different from those of M. muscu-
lus (fig. 2; table 2), in agreement with other studies in which a
phylogenetic conservationism is observed, with two closely related
host species tending to harbor more similar parasite fauna than
two distantly related species (Poulin, 2014).

None of the other host and environmental characteristics
explained the structure of the parasite assemblage in each host
individual. Future studies with bigger sample sizes, conducted
in more neighborhoods, would help to understand the import-
ance of these characteristics in parasite assemblages that have
been previously documented at population level (Gómez
Villafañe et al., 2008; Lovera et al., 2017).

Notably, pathogen and parasite richness were similar among
all the host species, despite the differences in parasite fauna com-
position between Rattus species and M. musculus (table 2).
Moreover, all host species presented pathogen and parasite taxa
with health implications: five in R. norvegicus and R. rattus and
two in M. musculus, proving the risk of infection that is found
when there is a close coexistence between urban rodents and
the human population.

Prevalence values match those of previous studies and confirm
urban rodents as important reservoirs and sources of infection of

pathogens and parasites (Milazzo et al., 2003; Panti-May et al.,
2015). At the same time, the higher prevalence of parasites and
pathogens in Rattus species in comparison to M. musculus agrees
with previous studies (Milazzo et al., 2003; Panti-May et al., 2015)
and may be explained from the host abundance and host commu-
nity structure (Johnson et al., 2015; Lovera et al., 2017).

In terms of the prevalence and abundance of each pathogen
and parasite taxon at an individual level, different results were
reached. Host characteristics were less important than environ-
mental ones to explain individual infection, which agrees with
recent studies (Panti-May et al., 2015). The trends of difference
between the abundances of N. brasiliensis in R. norvegicus and
S. obvelata in M. musculus suggest the need for exhaustive studies
to provide more data. In relation to the environmental changes,
higher infestation levels were observed in the cold season for N.
brasiliensis and S. fasciolaris. For the case of N. brasiliensis in R.
norvegicus, these results disagree with previous studies showing
this parasite as the most prevalent species in countries with
warm temperatures (Calero et al., 1950; De León, 1964; Waugh
et al., 2006) and with laboratory studies that report that the best
temperatures for its development are 22–30°C (Haley, 1962).
The association between S. fasciolaris in R. norvegicus and M.
musculus suggests that, when their energy requirements increase,
individuals may increase their home range, thus presenting a
higher risk of infection.

In relation to the presence of streams, although the life cycles
of neither N. brasiliensis nor S. ratti include stages that depend on
water bodies, the microenvironments of the banks of streams may

Table 4. Analysis of helminth abundance in relation to hosts and environmental variables in Gran La Plata, from 2014 to 2015 (see text). In all cases, variables were
introduced in models when they produced a significant deviance (P < 0.05). The error distribution used for each model is reported in parentheses. LRT: likelihood
ratio test, d.f.: degrees of freedom.

A) Nippostrongylus brasiliensis abundance in Rattus norvegicus� sex (negative binomial)*

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (Females) 2.780 0.580 <0.001

males 1.386 0.685 0.043

LRT = 2.648; d.f. = 1; P = 0.104; residual deviance = 251.3; residual d.f. = 24

B) Strobilocercus fasciolaris abundance� host species + 1 + neighborhood (Poisson)

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (M. musculus) −2.143 0.434 <0.001

R. norvegicus 1.320 0.368 <0.001

R. rattus 1.753 0.434 <0.001

LRT = 19.546; d.f. = 2; P < 0.001; residual deviance = 174.63; residual d.f. = 132

C) S. fasciolaris abundance in R. norvegicus� seasons + 1 + neighborhood (Poisson)

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (warm period) −2.143 0.434 <0.001

cold period 1.320 0.368 <0.001

LRT = 7.730; d.f. = 1; P = 0.005; residual deviance = 34.919; residual d.f. = 25

D) S. fasciolaris abundance in Mus musculus � seasons + 1 + neighborhood (Poisson)

Explanatory variables Coefficients SE P -value

intercept (warm period) −2.340 1.030 0.023

cold period 2.112 1.024 0.039

LRT = 6.050; d.f. = 1; P = 0.014; residual deviance = 60.552; residual d.f. = 84

*Marginal significant values.

Journal of Helminthology 9

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523


be favorable for the development of the infective stage of both
parasite species. This topic needs to be more deeply investigated.
Also, future studies need to include other factors, as the variations
in infection of some parasites and pathogens were not explained
in our study.

This study confirms the role that urban rodents play as reser-
voirs and infection sources of zoonotic parasites and pathogens. It
is one of the few studies that include the pathogen and parasite
assemblage in the entire rodent assemblage in various neighbor-
hoods of a city in South America. Our results suggest the need
for stronger public health policies, particularly in the field of zoo-
nosis. The results are valuable given that the peripheral neighbor-
hoods of our region have different urban characteristics from
other cities of the world and, consequently, different ecological
and epidemiological scenarios. During the survey, we observed
the closeness with which humans and rodents coexist, even
recording rodent attacks (bites) to children while sleeping, reflect-
ing the permanent risk people face.

In many similar cities of Latin America, peripheral neighbor-
hoods are growing dramatically, with characteristics that are a
constant health risk to the population (Soares et al., 2010;
Chaiblich et al., 2017). Despite limitations related to sampling
and consequent analyses, plus logistical issues involved in con-
ducting these kind of studies in such urban areas (Childs et al.,
1998; Cavia et al., 2012), our results may serve as a starting
point for future studies for each specific zoonotic taxon, and/or
for studies with longer sampling periods in larger areas, also
using different methods to contribute to greater knowledge
about rodent population sizes and variations. Lastly, surveys
that include synanthropic animals as reservoirs and/or vectors
of pathologies at a regional level should be considered as pieces
of the puzzle that help to better understand these issues at a global
level (Schapira, 2001).

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article,
please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022149X21000523
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