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ABSTRACT: The aim of the present study was to obtain information about the presence 

and distribution of the suckling louse Haematopinus tuberculatus in water buffalo farms in 
central Italy. The survey was carried out on 127 farms (epidemiological units), selected using a 
grid approach within a Geographical Information System, followed by proportional allocation. 
In each farm 6 buffaloes were examined in order to detect the louse presence. Parasitological 
examinations were performed on each buffalo at predilection sites. A total of 762 water buffaloes 
were examined. H. tuberculatus was found in the 11.0% (14/127) of the farms and in the 4.5% 
(34/762) of the animals. The presence H. tuberculatus should  be routinely considered because it 
is a cause of serious health, production and economic damages in intensive breeding buffaloes. 
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INTRODUCTION - The sucking louse Haematopinus tuberculatus (Burmeister, 1839) 
Lucas 1852, is a harmful ectoparasite found on water buffalo (Bubalus bubalis). Haemat-
opinus tuberculatus has been reported on water buffalo in Asia, Africa, Australia, and South 
America (Meleney and Kim, 1974; Munoz Cobenas et al., 1987). In Europe it has been re-
ported in Macedonia (Piotrowski, 1974), and recently in England (McFarland and Coles, 
2002) and Italy (Veneziano et al., 2003). Louse infestation often leads to skin irritation, ane-
mia, anorexia, restlessness and reduced productivity (Butler, 1985; Veneziano et al., 2003). 
Until now, epidemiological surveys aimed to evaluate the presence and distribution of H. 
tuberculatus in water buffaloes have not been performed. The aim of the present study was 
to obtain information about the presence and distribution of this louse in water buffalo 
farms in the Latium region of central Italy.

MATERIAL AND METHODS - The survey was carried out in 20 contiguous munici-
palities (1,250 km2 surface area) located in the provinces of Latina and Frosinone (Latium 
region). A geographical information system (GIS) was constructed utilizing as data-layers 
the topographic base map and the digital aerial photographs of the study area, as well as 
the geo-referenced points of all the buffalo farms. The survey was performed on 127 farms 
(epidemiological units), selected using a grid approach followed by proportional allocation. 



For this purpose, a grid representing quadrants of 5 x 5 km was overlaid on the study area 
within the GIS. The study area was divided in equal quadrants, and the number of farms 
sampled in each quadrant was proportional to the total number of study population in that 
quadrant (Cringoli et al., 2005; Rinaldi et al., 2006). In each farm 6 buffaloes were examined 
in order to study the louse presence (total number = 762 water buffaloes). Parasitological 
examinations were performed on each buffalo at the following predilection sites: cheeks, 
ears, neck and dewlap, withers, forelegs, backhindlegs, tailhead and perineum. Louse speci-
mens were examined under optical and dissection microscopes to detect  morphometric 
characters. Species determination was based on the keys proposed by Chaudhuri and Ku-
mar (1961) and Meleney and Kim (1974).

RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS - H. tuberculatus was found in 14 out of the 127 farms 
examined (11.0%; 95% Confidence Interval = 6.4-18.1%) and in 34 out of the 762 animals 
(4.5%; 95% CI = 3.2-6.2%). In the past decades, Italian buffalo farms have adopted inten-
sive breeding techniques, replacing grazing with a constant supply of concentrated and/or 
stored forages. This has led to a considerable reduction in the incidence of the helminths 
infections. Intensive breeding implies a high density of animals. This favours the diffusion 
of ectoparasites, in particular those with a life cycle entirely on their hosts, such as H. tu-
berculatus. This sucking louse can produce a clear symptomatology. Chaudhry (1978) has 
reported that erythematous itching areas are often seen on the skin of infested buffaloes. 
In addition, these animals are troubled and restless, they scratch themselves nervously, 
often causing skin lesions as eczema and crusts. These lesions can cause anorexia, cachexia, 
and reduced productivity. H. tuberculatus infestation observed in this  study did not cause 
clinical signs. However, such infestations could elicit negative effects on milk production of 
lactating animals and on the weight gain of growing animals. 
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