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Detection of Leishmania (Leishmania) infantum RNA in fleas
and ticks collected from naturally infected dogs
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Abstract The occurrence of the insect vector (sand flies)
with low rates of Leishmania infection, as well as autoch-
thonous transmission in the absence of the natural vector in
dogs, have been reported. These unexpected data suggest a
hypothesis of other arthropods as a possible way of
Leishmania transmission. The prevalence of Leishmania
(Leishmania) infantum in fleas and ticks collected from dogs
with canine visceral leishmaniasis (CVL), as well as parasite
viability, were evaluated herein. The presence of L. (L.)
infantum was assayed by PCR and ELISA in ectoparasites
and biological samples from 73 dogs living in a Brazilian
endemic area. As the occurrence of Leishmania DNA in
ticks and fleas is expected given their blood-feeding habits,
we next investigated whether parasites can remain viable
inside ticks. PCR and ELISA confirmed that 83% of the
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dogs had CVL. Fleas and ticks (nymphs, male and female
adults) were collected in 55% and 63% of the 73 dogs,
respectively. Out of the 60 dogs with CVL, 80% harbored
ectoparasites infected with L. (L.) infantum. The infection
rates of the ectoparasites were 23% and 50% for fleas and
ticks, respectively. The RNA analysis of the extract from
ticks left in laboratory conditions during 7 to 10 days after
removal from CVL dogs showed that parasites were alive. In
addition, live parasites were also detected inside adult ticks
recently molted in laboratory conditions. These findings
indicate a higher infection rate of L. (L.) infantum in ticks
and fleas, but they do not conclusively demonstrate whether
these ticks can act as vectors of CVL, despite the fact that
their rates were higher than those previously described in
Lutzomyia longipalpis. The presence of viable L. (L.)
infantum in ticks suggests the possible importance of dog
ectoparasites in CVL dissemination.

Introduction

Leishmania causes a wide spectrum of human diseases,
ranging from self-limited cutaneous forms to the more
severe diffuse cutaneous and visceral forms, as a conse-
quence of the complex host immunological response and
the species of parasite involved. Particularly, visceral
leishmaniasis is an important anthropozoonosis in which
men and dogs may act as hosts. The disease has spread
worldwide and is found in the Americas, Africa, Southern
Europe, and Asia. In the Americas, it is prevalent from
Mexico to Argentina (Grimaldi and Tesh 1993; Lainson and
Shaw 1998).

The worldwide prevalence of visceral leishmaniasis is
estimated at 400,000 to 600,000 new cases per year (Stuart
et al. 2008; WHO 2010). In Brazil, between 2,500 and
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5,000 cases are reported each year, with 600 in Sao Paulo
state (MSB 2010). Another considerable problem is the
urbanization of the infection, with a growing incidence in
periurban and urban cases. Approximately 10% of the
populations who live in endemic areas are at risk for
acquiring the infection (CVE 2010).

Viscerotropic leishmaniasis in Latin America is caused
by Leishmania (Leishmania) infantum (Degrave et al. 1994;
Lainson and Shaw 1998). Amastigote forms live and
multiply by binary division within cells of the mononuclear
phagocytic system of their mammalian hosts (Grimaldi and
Tesh 1993). The extracellular promastigote forms of the
protozoan occur in the gut of phlebotomine sand flies. The
main vector is Lutzomyia longipalpis; however, other
phlebotomine species may also be potential vectors (Gaskin
et al. 2002; Lainson and Rangel 2005). Natural transmis-
sion occurs principally by the bite of infected sand flies,
although other means of transmission may be involved,
since in some places of South America, these insects
usually show low rates of natural infection. Alternative
transmission has been discussed, particularly in some areas
where cases of canine visceral leishmaniasis (CVL) have
been reported, but the presence of proven vectors has not
yet been demonstrated (Gaskin et al. 2002; Dantas-Torres et
al. 2005; Schantz et al. 2005; Duprey et al. 2006). In Sao
Paulo state, a high incidence of CVL has been observed
despite low or no occurrence of its natural vector L.
longipalpis in some counties (Costa et al. 2001; Camargo-
Neves 2004). Alternative means of transmission might
include dog bites; transplacental, sexual, and blood trans-
fusion; and arthropods such as fleas and ticks (Coutinho et
al. 2005; Rosypal et al. 2005; Duprey et al. 2006; Freitas et
al. 2006; Coutinho and Linardi 2007; Silva et al. 2009a, b).

The hypothesis of the transmission of L. (L.) infantum by
fleas (Ctenocephalides felis felis) and ticks (Rhipicephalus
sanguineus) has long been discussed (Blanc and
Caminopetros 1930; Giraud et al. 1954; Sherlock 1964)
and has already been demonstrated experimentally (Coutinho
et al. 2005; Coutinho and Linardi 2007; Dantas-Torres et al.
2010a, b; Paz et al. 2010). Ticks and fleas are widely
distributed and abundant among high-density canine popula-
tions. In addition, they have high reproductive rates. Ticks fed
on blood may undergo long periods of fasting. If fed, R.
sanguineus can live between 160 and 170 days until reaching
adulthood. Unfed adults can survive for 12 months or more
under standardized laboratory conditions (Troughton and
Levin 2007). The dietary habit associated with high longevity
may contribute to the species being a potential vector of
leishmaniasis in endemic areas.

These data led us to investigate two subjects. The first
was the prevalence of L. (L.) infantum in fleas and ticks
(nymphs, female and male adults), by PCR, collected from
a group of dogs naturally infected in an endemic area of
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CLV in Sao Paulo, Brazil. The second was whether ticks
were infected with live parasites, using gene expression.

Materials and methods
Canine samples, ectoparasites, and parasite strain

From August 2008 to May 2009, we collected ectoparasites
and biological samples from 73 dogs living in Miranddpolis, a
small city located in northwest Sao Paulo state, Brazil. The
dogs were brought to the “Zoonosis Control Center,” as part of
the standard CVL control policy in Brazil. The majority of the
animals were stray dogs or were sent by the owners due to the
onset of clinical signs of disease. The animals were selected
considering epidemiological risk factors, such as proximity to
other infected dogs as well as serological diagnosis, signs, or
symptoms of the disease. All dogs showed clinical signs of the
disease such as onychogryphosis, alopecia, lymphadenopathy,
ulcerative lesions, intense itching, opaque peltry, seborrheic
dermatitis, hyporexia, and cachexia. After immobilization and
clinical examination, each dog was sedated for the removal of
all ticks and/or fleas on the entire body, using forceps and/or
by picking off with the fingers. After being removed from the
dogs, the ectoparasites were stored in plastic tubes and
individually identified. Ticks were identified and separated
into groups of nymphs and female and male adults according
to the classification previously described (Aragdo 1936). Fleas
were identified according to the classification described in
Linari and Guimaraes (2000),

The specimen number (ticks or fleas) varied among dogs
(10 to 50 per animal). The tubes containing the ectopar-
asites were transported to the Instituto Adolfo Lutz (around
600 km) within 7 to 10 days and stored at —20°C until use.
For parasite viability experiments, 25 nymphs collected
from ten dogs were used; these were maintained in plastic
petri dishes at 22°C until reaching adulthood. Collected
canine sera and lymph node necropsy fragments were
stored at —20°C until use.

DNA obtained from L. (L.) infantum (MHOM/BR/72/
LD/strain 46; WHO reference strain) was used as a positive
control in molecular techniques and as antigen in ELISA.
Promastigotes were grown at 25°C in Eagle's medium,
supplemented with 292 mg/L L-glutamine, 110 mg/L
sodium pyruvate, 2.2 g/L sodium bicarbonate, 0.02%
hemin, 10% heat-inactivated fetal calf serum, and 200 pg/
ml gentamicin (Armstrong and Patterson 1994; Gomes et
al. 2007). In the log curve phase, parasites were harvested
and washed three times in phosphate-buffered saline
(pH 7.2) at 1,000 g for 10 min. This study was performed
according to the recommendations of the “Colegio Brasi-
leiro de Experimenta¢do Animal” (COBEA) and approved
by ethics committees of the institutions involved.
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Serological diagnosis in dogs

The assays were made by ELISA using a crude soluble
antigen of L. (L.) infantum promastigotes. The parasite
pellets, dissolved in phosphate-buffered saline, were lysed
by freeze—thawing, followed by sonication, and centrifuged
at 10,000xg for 20 min at 4°C. The supernatant was used as
antigen in a concentration of 10 pg/ml using high-binding
microplates. Canine serum samples were diluted 1:400 in
PBS-T, and bound antibodies were detected using canine
anti-IgG alkaline-phosphatase conjugant followed by crom-
ogen solution (10 mg/ml of pNPP). The optical density
reactions were read at 405 nm. Positive and negative
control sera were run in each plate to standardize the
readings and plate variations. The cutoff point between
negative and positive results was calculated as the mean of
the negative controls plus three standard deviations.

Molecular experiments
DNA and RNA extractions

Canine DNA samples were obtained from lymph node
necropsy fragments. Ectoparasite DNA samples were taken
in groups per dog. The number of the ectoparasites used in
DNA or RNA extraction depended on the infestation of each
animal. Normally, groups of female and male ticks, nymphs,
or fleas for each dog were composed of two to five specimens
per extraction. The whole bodies of the ectoparasites were re-
frozen with liquid nitrogen and homogenized into a mash with
the aid of a disposable plastic pestle. For DNA extraction,
lymph node fragments and ectoparasites were dissolved in
10 mM tris—HCI (pH 8.0), 10 mM EDTA, 0.5% SDS, 0.01%
N-laurilsarcozyl, and 100 pg/ml proteinase K, vortex mixed,
and incubated at 56°C until complete cell lysis (around 18 h).
DNA was extracted using PureLink Genomic DNA Kit
(Invitrogen) according to the manufacturer's instructions. The
positive samples in PCR were selected for RNA extraction
using two to five specimens per dog. RNA molecules were
extracted and purified using the Spin Tissue RNA Mini Kit
(Invisorb) according to the manufacturer's instructions. DNA
and RNA purities were determined at 260 and 280 nm,
respectively, in a NanoDrop ND100 (Thermo Scientific).

Primer selection

The experiments for PCR were made using the following
primer sets: The presence of L. (L.) infantum in canine and
ectoparasite samples was determined by RV1-RV2 marker
(5'CTTTTCTGGTCCCGCGGGTAGG3' and 5’
CCACCTGGCCTATTTTACACCAZ'), which amplified a
145-bp product from LT1 fragment of KDNA minicircles of

the Leishmania. donovani complex (Ravel et al. 1995; Le
Fichoux et al. 1999; Gomes et al. 2007). The determination
of live parasites in the ectoparasites was made by reverse
transcription PCR (RT PCR) using RV1-RV2 and PRP (5’
CGCGCAAGCAGAAGATCCACAACC3' and 5'TCCAT-
GAACTGCGGCTTGTCC 3') markers. PRP amplified a
272-bp sequence from L. (L.) infantum JPCMS5 paraflagel-
lar rod protein (partial mRNA-GeneBank accession number
XM _0014645931). To control the course of extraction and
check for PCR inhibitors, all canine samples were assayed
using the marker GAPDH 4 (5’AGGCTGAGAACGG-
GAAACTT3' and 5S'ATTAAGTTGGGGCAGGGACT3')
(Kullberg et al. 2006) that amplified a 911-bp fragment of
a canine glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase. The
reactions using the canine primer pair were run simulta-
neously with the same temperature protocol for the RV1-
RV2 marker and in the same PCR machine. All positive
PCRs for canine GAPDH confirm the good quality of dog
DNA extractions. DNA sequencing was made using the
HPLJ31 marker (5ATGCAGCTGCTGATTGTCG3' and 5’
CAGGTGCAGCTCATCAGG3'), which amplified 140 bp
from L. (L.) infantum hypothetical protein, partial mRNA
(GeneBank accession number XM 001467352). The
LINJ31 primer set for a real-time PCR was designed in
Primer Express software by Applied Biosystems and was
also based on the same L. (L.) infantum hypothetical protein
(partial mRNA; GeneBank accession number LinJ31.1310).
The LINJ31 designer is SCCGCGTGCCTGTCG3' and 5’
CCCACACAAGCGGGAACT?', and the TagMan probe,
FAM dye-labeled, is S'CCTCCTTGGACTTTGC3'. The
primer set had NFQ as reporter quencher.

Conventional PCR and reverse transcriptase PCR
(RT-PCR)

After RNA extraction, the samples were immediately pro-
cessed for cDNA syntheses. Each RT-PCR reaction was
performed according to the manufacturer's instructions (Invi-
trogen). The RNA samples (11 pl) were mixed with 1 mM
dNTP, 3 pg random primers, and 10 mM DTT in 250 mM
tris—HCI ( pH 8.3) in a final volume of 20 ul. cDNA samples
were stored at —20°C until use. Each PCR was performed by
adding 5 pul of DNA template (or cDNA) and 25 pmol of
each primer, using a kit purchased from Promega (Go Taq
Green Master Mix), in a final volume of 25 pl. The PCR mix
(12.5 ul) was composed of 1 unit of Tag DNA polymerase,
10 mM tris—HCI (pH 8.5), 50 mM KCl, 1.5 mM MgCl,, and
200 mM of each dNTP. Each amplification run contained
two negative controls (ultra-pure water and a canine DNA
sample negative for Leishmania) and one positive control
(DNA extract of L. (L.) infantum promastigotes). After the
thermal cycles, PCR products were electrophoresed in 2%
agarose gel and stained with ethidium bromide. DNA
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fragments were visualized under UV illumination. The
images were analyzed by a Mini Bis Gel Imager and
Documentation (BioSystematica). The fragment sizes were
estimated based on comparisons with a 100-bp ladder.

Real-time PCR

The reactions were performed with Applied Biosystems
(ABI 7300 Real Time PCR System) in a final volume of
20 pl. The samples or control DNA was added to a reaction
mixture containing 10 pl of 2x TagMan Universal PCR
Master Mix (NoAmpliErase UNG) and 1 pl of the “Assay
Mix” that included: (i) the forward primer, 18 puM; (ii) the
reverse primer, 18 puM; (iii) the TagMan probe, FAM dye-
labeled, 5 uM and reporter quencher NFQ. Amplification
runs contained two negative controls and one positive
control, as used in PCR. The thermal profile was performed
at 50°C for 2 min for optimal AmpliErase UNG activity
and at 95°C for 10 min. Next, 40 cycles of 95°C for 15 s
and 60°C for 1 min were performed. Reactions were
previously standardized using as template serial promasti-
gote DNA dilutions. The cycle threshold value Cr was
indicative of the quantity of the target gene.

DNA sequencing

The RT PCR and real-time PCR product (from ticks) were
used for DNA sequencing after purification using a “Wizard
SV gel and PCR Clean-up System kit” (PROMEGA)
according to the manufacturer's instructions. The fragments
were sequenced using forward and reverse primers to
amplify the sequence of HP(LJ31). Sequencing was done
using the ABI Prism BigDye Terminator Cycle Sequencing
Kit. Reaction and electrophoreses were made in an ABI
Prism 377 DNA Sequencer. Nucleotide sequences were
analyzed, manually assembled, and aligned for comparison
using BioEdit Sequence Alignment Editor. The sequence
alignments were compared to the sequences in the Gene-
Bank database using basic local alignment search tool
(BLAST) from the National Center for Biotechnology
Information (NCBI) (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/BLAST).

Results

Occurrence of CVL and frequency of infestation with ticks
and fleas in dogs

An overview of the occurrence of CVL in the canine
population studied as well as the frequency of infestation
with ticks and fleas is shown in Table 1. The presence of
anti-Leishmania antibodies (by ELISA) and L. (L.) infan-
tum DNA molecules in the lymph node fragments (by PCR
using the marker RV1/RV2) indicated 60 of the 73 dogs
were positive for CVL. The majority of the animals were
infested with a large number of fleas and ticks (around 10
to 50 specimens per animal). From the 73 dogs, 40 (55%)
hosted fleas (32 had CVL). Tick nymphs were shown in 24
dogs (33%), of which 18 had CVL. Male ticks were present
in 41 dogs (56%), of which 34 had CVL. Females were
extremely abundant in this group of dogs. A substantial
portion of dogs (46—63%) were infected with female ticks
with a large quantity of dog blood. CVL was observed in
39 of them.

Prevalence of L. (L.) infantum in ticks and fleas collected
from dogs with CVL

The percent of ticks and fleas infected with L. (L.) infantum
collected from dogs with CVL is shown in Table 2. Out of
the 60 dogs with CVL, 12 harbored ectoparasites negative for
L. (L.) infantum in PCR. The other 48 dogs (80%) harbored
ectoparasites infected with L. (L.) infantum. From them, 17
(28.3%) had positive fleas. Positive nymph and female and
male ticks were present in 14 (23.3%), 20 (33.3%) and 30
(50%) dogs, respectively. No fleas and ticks collected from
the 13 dogs without CVL were infected with L. (L.) infantum.

Investigation of the viability of L. (L.) infantum into ticks
collected from dogs with CVL

The second part of our study was to investigate the viability
of L. (L.) infantum, using gene expression, in ticks collected
from naturally infected dogs. As the presence of RNA of L.

Table 1 Frequency of dog in-

festation with fleas and ticks Ectoparasites Number of dog ectoparasites analyzed
With leishmaniasis® Without leishmaniasis® Total Percent infestation
(60) (13) (73)
Fleas 32 08 40 55%
Ticks
Nymphs 18 06 24 33%
Adult males 34 07 41 56%
“CVL was determined by ELISA  Adult females 39 07 46 63%

and PCR
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Table 2 Prevalence of L. (L.) infantum in ticks and fleas collected
from dogs with CVL

Ectoparasites® Number of dogs with CVL having positive
ectoparasites for L. (L.) infantum (n=60)

PCR" Percent positivity
Neg Pos

Fleas 15 17 28.3%

Ticks

Nymphs 04 14 23.3%

Adult males 14 20 33.3%

Adult females 09 30 50.0%

2 Groups of ticks or fleas per dog were thawed and homogenized in a mash
for DNA extraction and PCR

° Number of dogs infested with positive (pos) and negative (neg)
ectoparasites for L. (L.) infantum

(L.) infantum indicates live parasites in the ticks, paired
samples (DNA and RNA from the same group of ticks)
were tested. The experiments were made by RT PCR,
testing the internal contents from ticks in pool per dog,
since they have greater blood volume than the fleas. L. (L.)
infantum was determined using the molecular marker RV1-
RV2. As shown in Fig. 1a, both products were amplified,
suggesting that the parasites remain alive inside the ticks.

a b c
bp 1 2 3 bp 4 5 6 7 47
500-
100-

Fig. 1 L. (L.) infantum viability inside the ticks determined by RT
PCR and real-time PCR. Amplified products indicated in panels a and
b were analyzed in electrophoresis 2% agarose gel. Panel a shows two
145-bp products amplified by the RV1/RV2 marker which is specific
to a region of kKDNA minicircles from the L. donovani complex. Lane
2, DNA and lane 3, RNA extracted from two different pools of female
ticks collected from the same dog. Panel b shows the RT PCR using a
sample of cDNA from RNA extracted from a group of recently
molting adult ticks. Line 5, 272-bp product amplified from Leishman-
ia paraflagellar rod protein using the marker PRP; line 6, 145-bp
product amplified by the RV1/RV2; and /ine 7, positive control using

Next, in order to investigate whether parasites were able
to remain alive after tick ecdysis, a group of 25 ticks in the
nymph stage was kept alive in laboratory conditions until
molting. Then, RNA molecules were extracted from 10
recently molting adult ticks and subsequent synthesis of
cDNA. As shown in Fig. 1b, two amplified PCR products
from two markers (RV1-RV2 and PRP), which amplify
different regions of L. (L.) infantum regions, were ampli-
fied. These results suggested that parasites remain alive
inside the ticks after molting. These data were further
confirmed by real-time PCR after determination of L. (L.)
infantum cDNA concentrations. As shown in Fig. 1c, real-
time PCR detected 1.3+0.47, 2.7+0.7, 1.4+0.15, and 2.5+
1.04 pg/ul in 5 RNA samples/group of fleas, adult female,
adult male, and nymph ticks, respectively. A single RNA
sample from the group of the recently molting adult ticks
presented the concentration of 1.1 pg/ul. These data suggest
the ability of ticks to preserve viable genetic material after
ecdysis from the nymph stage to adult.

The high sensitivity and specificity of RV1-RV2 molecular
marker were previously investigated in samples collected from
dogs living in the Mediterranean region (Lachaud et al. 2002)
and Brazil (Gomes et al. 2007). Specificity was further
confirmed by testing DNA extracted from other trypanoso-
matids, such as Leishmania (Leishmania) amazonensis,
Leishmania (Viannia) braziliensis, and Trypanosoma cruzi,
and other canine disease-causing bacteria such as Rickeftsia

. T4
pg/ul
[
T2
| r
+1
0

F AFT AMT NT MAT

DNA of an infected dog (using the RV1/RV2 marker). Lanes 4 and 7,
standard molecular size of 100-bp ladder. Panel ¢ shows the
concentrations (in picograms per microliter) of L. (L.) infantum cDNA
extracted from a group of fleas (F), adult female ticks (4FT), adult
male ticks (AMT), nymph ticks (NT), and recently molting adult ticks
(MAT). The results are expressed in means and standard deviations of
5 experiments per group, except MAT that was tested only in one
sample. *Concentrations of L. (L.) infantum cDNA were previously
standardized, correlating the Ct value and known concentrations of L.
(L.) infantum promastigotes (MHOM/BR/72/LD/strain 46—WHO
reference strain) maintained in culture
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rickettsii and Ehrlichia canis (Gomes et al. 2007; Pereira-
Chioccola 2009). These experiments were also comple-
mented by analysis of the 140-bp sequence amplified by
HPLJ31 marker by DNA sequencing. The alignments
evaluated in NCBI/nucleotide—nucleotide BLAST revealed
89% homology with the following sequences in Genebank:
L. donovani donovani strain AG83, differentially regulated
gene 1 (DRGI), and gene 2 (DRG2) (accession numbers
GQ214330.1 and GQ214331.1, respectively). L. infantum
JPCMS hypothetical proteins (LinJ31.1310 and LinJ31.1270)
(accession numbers XM_001467352 and XM_001467348,
respectively).

Discussion

Visceral leishmaniasis has been increasing worldwide, prin-
cipally due to a substantial rise in human and domestic animal
traffic contributing to spreading leishmanial infection in low-
or non-endemic areas (Stuart et al. 2008; Aagaard-Hansen et
al. 2010, WHO 2010). Canine infection is considered a
major potentially fatal zoonotic infection in regions of
Europe, Africa, Asia, and South America. Particularly in
South America, millions of dogs are infected. In some
endemic regions, the prevalence of CVL is around 63-80%
(Dantas-Torres 2006; Dantas-Torres 2007; Baneth et al.
2008; MSB 2010). This situation has led in recent years to
diagnosing CVL in previously non-endemic areas such as
different regions of Sao Paulo state in Brazil. In addition, the
occurrence of L. longipalpis with low rates of Leishmania
infection have been reported in different Brazilian endemic
areas (Missawa and Dias 2007; Michalsky et al. 2009;
Savani et al. 2009). Similar situations have been reported in
other countries. Autochthonous transmission in the absence
of the natural vector in dogs has occurred in the USA,
Canada, and Netherlands (Diaz-Espifieira and Slappendel
1997; Gaskin et al. 2002; Duprey et al. 2006). All these data
together suggest that other transmission means may be
involved in the Leishmania spp. cycle. As one hypothesis
proposes transmission by other arthropods, the prevalence of
L. (L.) infantum in ticks, as well as their viability, was
evaluated herein.

Previous studies experimentally demonstrated the capacity
of ectoparasites to be infected by Leishmania, as well as their
ability to promote the infection by means of the inoculation
of ticks or fleas triturates in rodents (Coutinho et al. 2005;
Coutinho and Linardi 2007; Ferreira et al. 2009).

In our study from the 73 dogs, the laboratory diagnosis
confirmed that 83% were infected, since this region is
endemic for CVL with many cases per year. Interestingly,
the occurrence of L. longipalpis is usually low in certain
seasons of the year (Odorizzi and Galati 2007; CVE 2010),
and the majority of the studied animals were infested with a
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large number of fleas and ticks. Fleas were collected in
55% of the 73 studied dogs. Nymph, male and female ticks
were collected in the majority of them.

The high infection rate in the ectoparasites found in our
study is related to the ectoparasite's habitat, as this parasite is
mostly found living on the skin of dogs. Around 80% of the
studied dogs with CVL harbored ectoparasites (fleas and/or
ticks) infected with L. (L.) infantum. Differently, sand flies
occasionally have contact with the dog's skin and, therefore,
may represent fewer chances for infection. In addition,
previous studies demonstrated that the infection rate of sand
flies in endemic areas has been estimated as less than 1%
(Missawa and Dias 2007; Michalsky et al. 2009; Savani et
al. 2009). However, Leishmania could be adapting to other
vectors independent of the occurrence or non-occurrence of
the natural vector (Costa et al. 2001; Camargo-Neves 2004;
Dantas-Torres et al. 2005; Odorizzi and Galati 2007). In
addition to our data being consistent with other studies
(Coutinho et al. 2005; Coutinho and Linardi 2007; Ferreira
et al. 2009; Paz et al. 2010), they also could indicate a higher
infection rate by L. (L.) infantum ticks and fleas, compared
with that found in L. longipalpis. These findings do not
conclusively demonstrate whether these ectoparasites can act
as vectors of CVL, but they show a high incidence of
infection by L. (L.) infantum.

As the occurrence of L. (L.) infantum DNA from ticks
and fleas is expected, given their blood-feeding habits, the
second part of this study was directed at investigating
whether parasites remain viable inside ticks. The results
showed that parasites were alive for a long period (7 to
10 days after removal from the dogs). In addition, live
parasites could be detected inside ticks after ecdysis, which
occurred in laboratory conditions.

These findings, combined with a recent study that detected
Leishmania KDNA in the salivary glands of R. sanguineus
(Dantas-Torres et al. 2010a, b), suggest that during blood
feeding, ticks could release live parasites, since they excrete
a large amount of liquid during the feeding. The presence of
viable L. (L.) infantum in ticks suggests the possible
importance of dog ectoparasites in CVL dissemination.
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