
Revista Mexicana de Biodiversidad 81: 801 - 811, 2010
http://dx.doi.org/10.22201/ib.20078706e.2010.003.650

Recibido: 14 octubre 2009; aceptado: 25 marzo 2010

Parasites as secret files of the trophic interactions of hosts: the case of the rufous-
bellied thrush

Los parásitos como archivos secretos en las interacciones tróficas con sus hospederos: el caso 
del Zorzal Colorado

Cláudia Calegaro-Marques1* and Suzana B. Amato2

1Departamento de Zoologia, Instituto de Biociências, Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, Av. Bento Gonçalves, 9500, Pd. 43435, Sala 202, 
Porto Alegre, RS, Brazil. 
2Laboratório de Helmintologia, Departamento de Zoologia, Instituto de Biociências, Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, Av. Bento Gonçalves, 
9500, Pd. 43435, Sala 209, Porto Alegre, RS, Brazil
*Correspondent: ccmarques@terra.com.br

Abstract. Helminths with heteroxenous cycles provide clues for the trophic relationships of definitive hosts, 
representing important sources of information for assessing niche overlap between males and females of non-dimorphic 
species. We necropsied 151 rufous-bellied thrushes (Turdus rufiventris) captured in a metropolitan region in southern 
Brazil to analyze whether the structure of parasite communities is influenced by host sex or age. Most thrushes (93%) 
were parasitized by at least 1 species. The helminth community of Turdus rufiventris was composed of 15 species with 
prevalences from <1% to 60%. Although the prevalence of Conspicuum conspicuum, Microtetrameres pusilla and 
Aproctella stoddardi was higher in adults, Syngamus trachea was more prevalent in juveniles. Adults showed greater 
species richness of parasites than juveniles, probably as a consequence of an increase in the opportunities of infection 
with a larger set of parasites with aging. Adult males and females presented similar species richness of helminths and 
quite similar communities, allowing us to conclude that they prey upon the same invertebrates, including earthworms, 
snails, isopods, millipedes, cockroaches and grasshoppers. Therefore, trophic niche overlap between adult males and 
females is greater than between adults and juveniles.
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Resumen. Los helmintos que presentan ciclos heterogéneos proveen pistas importantes sobre las relaciones tróficas 
que mantienen con sus hospederos definitivos. Estas pistas son además importantes fuentes de información que 
permiten evaluar el sobrelapamiento de sus nichos cuando comparamos machos y hembras en especies no dimórficas. 
Así, se practicaron necropsias en 151 zorzales colorados (Turdus rufiventris) que fueron capturados en una región 
metropolitana al sureste de Brasil, a fin de analizar de qué manera la estructura de la comunidad de parásitos podría 
estar influenciada por la edad o sexo del hospedero. La mayoría de los zorzales (93%) fueron parasitados por al menos 
1 especie. La comunidad de helmintos de Turdus rufiventris estuvo compuesta por 15 especies, con prevalencias entre 
1% a 60%. Aunque la prevalencia de Conspicuum conspicuum, Microtetrameres pusilla y Aproctella stoddardi fue 
más alta en adultos, Syngamus trachea tuvo una mayor prevalencia en juveniles. Los adultos mostraron una mayor 
riqueza de parásitos que los juveniles. Probablemente, ésto sea consecuencia de una mayor posibilidad de infectarse 
conforme avanza la edad de los individuos; sin embargo, machos y hembras adultos presentaron una riqueza similar 
en la concentración de helmintos en comunidades semejantes. Esto podría apoyar a concluir que podrían estar 
alimentándose del mismo tipo de invertebrados como son: lombrices, caracoles, isópodos, ciempiés, cucarachas y 
saltamontes. Concluimos que la sobreposición del nicho trófico es mas clara entre machos y hembras adultos que entre 
los juveniles.

Palabras clave: Turdus rufiventris, paseriforme, helmintos, dieta, dimorfismo.

Introduction

Parasites are important players in the ecosystem, 

but our knowledge of this fascinating and significant 
biodiversity component is surprisingly poor (Windsor, 
1997; McLaughlin, 2001; Hudson et al., 2006). Although 
actual global species richness for most higher-level taxa or 
functional groups is unknown, Price (1980) suggests that 
there are more parasite species than free-living ones. As a 
result, parasitism is the commonest interspecific interaction 
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(Poulin and Morand, 2004). Furthermore, species richness 
of parasites will not be fully known until all hosts have 
been described and studied (Windsor, 1998).

In addition to the role played in ecosystems, parasites 
are important sources of data on host behavior and ecology, 
including trophic relationships. The complex life cycles 
of parasites may be integrated into intricate food webs 
and give us clues on food web structure and on the food 
preferences and foraging strategies of hosts (Marcogliese 
and Cone, 1997). Diet is a key factor in studies of avian 
biology and ecology and has been investigated via analysis 
of stomach contents, forced regurgitation and flushing, 
fecal samples and direct observation among others 
(Rosenberg and Cooper, 1990). Considering food digestion 
time ranges from 45 minutes to 6 hours in birds (Karasov, 
1990), the most used method, the analysis of stomach 
contents, is often inefficient in identifying food remains 
found in the gut. Consequently, while studies based on 
gut contents only reflect the last hours of feeding prior to 
capture, helminths can stay for months or years within a 
bird host as evidence of long-term trophic relationships. 
Age and body size can affect the fauna of helminths of 
a host, revealing ontogenetic changes in feeding behavior 
(Marcogliese and Cone, 1997).

Therefore, helminths found in the gut and other organs 
open up a new dimension in the study of avian diet. 
Because a substantial number of helminths that parasitize 
birds have a heteroxenous cycle, transmission occurs when 
the bird (definitive host) preys on an intermediate host 
infected with the immature stage of the parasite. In this 
case, the finding of a helminth inside the body of a bird 
is evidence that the intermediate host belongs in its diet. 
As a consequence, the more we know about the helminth 
parasites of a species, the better we will solve its trophic 
jigsaw.

Several factors determine the structure of parasite 
communities. Bush (1990) considers the environment 
as the major determinant of the structure of parasite 
communities of birds through an influence on the survival 
and potential transmission of helminths that have direct 
life cycles or intermediate stages. However, Kennedy et 
al. (1986) suggest that these factors are related to host 
traits, such as the complexity of the digestive system, the 
amount and diversity of food items and host movement. 
Other factors that can play important roles in the pattern of 
distribution of helminths among species of hosts include 
environmental seasonality, and distribution, age, sex 
(Bush, 1990), and population density (Price, 1990) of the 
host. Among birds and mammals, for example, the sex 
of the host can affect parasitism (Isomursu et al., 2006). 
Many studies have shown that males carry heavier parasite 
loads than females (Poulin, 1996; Zuk and McKean, 1996; 

Schalk and Forbes, 1997; Robinson et al., 2008). Among 
mammals, this pattern is a product of life history differences 
between males and females: males tend to demand more 
energy and resources for growing, whereas females tend 
to show a greater investment in immunity. Thus, this male 
bias in parasitism among mammals is associated with 
sexual size dimorphism (Moore and Wilson, 2002). Among 
birds, the sex of the host influences parasitism both in 
species showing body size sexual dimorphism (Robinson 
et al., 2008) and those non-dimorphic species (Isomursu 
et al., 2006). Sex-based differences in foraging strategy 
(Morse, 1990) influence the exposure of hosts to parasites 
transmitted through the food chain, and appear to be more 
important than physiological differences in determining 
male and female parasitism (Robinson et al., 2008).

The rufous-bellied thrush (Turdus rufiventris 
Vieillot, 1818) is a non-sexually dimorphic passeriform. 
Male and female rufous-bellied thrushes are visually 
indistinguishable, a characteristic that hampers sex 
comparisons in studies on the ecology and behavior 
based on field observations of unmarked and unsexed 
individuals. This bird is found in woodlands and on city 
streets and gardens, where it is well-adapted to human 
contact (Efe et al., 2001; Fontana, 2001). In forests it often 
occupies the intermediate stratum of the canopy, whereas 
the ground is highly used in city gardens (Belton, 1994), 
where it feeds on fruits and invertebrates such as insects 
and earthworms (Efe et al., 2001; Fontana, 2001). This 
thrush is a resident species in the State of Rio Grande do 
Sul (hereafter RS), Brazil (Belton, 1976), and is a member 
of the avifauna of the city of Porto Alegre at least since the 
1920’s, when it used to be found in areas less populated by 
humans; currently, it is among the commonest species of 
urban birds and shows a more homogeneous pattern of city 
occupation (Fontana, 2005).

Passeriform birds are parasitized by trematodes, 
digeneans, cestodes, acanthocephalans and nematodes 
(Borgstede et al., 2000). Interspecific differences in the 
fauna of helminths are evidence of differences in habitat use, 
food preferences and resource partitioning and interactions 
with intermediate hosts (Ching, 1993). Turdus rufiventris 
is known to host only 5 helminth species: the digeneans 
Conspicuum conspicuum (Faria, 1912) Bhalerao, 1936 
(Travassos et al., 1969), Lutztrema obliquum (Travassos, 
1917) Travassos, 1941 (Travassos et al., 1969; Fabio and 
Ferreira, 1999) and Prosthogonimus sp. (Travassos et al., 
1969) and the nematodes Tetrameres pusilla (Travassos, 
1915) Chabaud, 1975 and Tetrameres sp. (Vicente et al., 
1995).

In this paper we describe the structure of the helminth 
community of rufous-bellied thrushes living in the 
metropolitan region of Porto Alegre, State of Rio Grande 
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do Sul, Brazil, analyze whether sex and age influence the 
structure of the parasite community of individual hosts, 
and discuss what helminths reveal about host ecology and 
behavior.

Materials and methods

A total of 151 rufous-bellied thrushes were collected 
using mist nets in the metropolitan region of Porto Alegre, 
RS (29o50’57”-30o09’25”S, 50o01’20”-51o18’45”W), 
Brazil, between March 2003 and March 2006. The 
technique for euthanasia involved an overdose with 
gaseous anesthetic (Gaunt and Oring, 1999). Necropsy 
of birds and processing of helminths follow Amato et al. 
(1991). Voucher specimens were deposited in the Coleção 
Helmintológica do Instituto Oswaldo Cruz (CHIOC), Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil (see Table 1). 

Sex identification was based on gonadal analysis 
during necropsy, whereas juveniles were identified by the 
presence of bursa of Fabricius, an organ that is atrophic 
in adults (Proctor and Lynch, 1993). All individuals were 
weighed with an accuracy of 1g using 60g Pesola© scales 
before necropsy.

Data on parasite infrapopulations were used to 
calculate prevalence, range and mean intensity of infection 
and mean abundance (Bush et al., 1997). In addition, 
helminths were classified based on their importance 
value (I) into dominant (I ≥ 1.0; species characteristic of 
the community), codominant (0.01 ≤ I < 1; contributes 
significantly to the community, but to a lesser degree than 
dominants), subordinate (0 < I < 0.01; uncommon and 
although it breeds and develops in the host, it does not 
contribute significantly to the community) or unsuccessful 
pioneer (I = 0; has access to the host, but does not develop 
or reproduce, contributing little to the community because 
it is characteristic of another host species) (Thul et al., 
1985).

A species accumulation curve (Santos, 2003) was 
used to evaluate whether the observed species richness 
of helminths was representative of the actual fauna of 
helminths of rufous-bellied thrushes. Shannon’s index of 
diversity of the helminth community was calculated using 
the natural logarithm (loge) in the formula (Brower and 
Zar, 1984) and compared using the t test. The similarity 
of the parasite communities of adult males and females 
was assessed qualitatively using the Jaccard’s index of 
similarity (Magurran, 1988), as performed by Brasil and 
Amato (1992), and quantitatively using the Morisita-Horn 
index of similarity (Magurran, 1988).

The prevalence and the intensity of infection of each 

helminth species was compared between adults and 
juveniles and between adult males and females. Data on 
prevalence were compared using the G-test with Yates 
correction by organizing the number of positive and 
negative necropsies in each class into 2x2 contingency 
tables, whereas the intensity of infection was compared 
using the Mann-Whitney U test. Linear regression was 
applied to evaluate whether species richness of parasites 
(independent variable) compromises the health of hosts 
estimated by a proxy measure, body weight (dependent 
variable).

Variables with sample sizes ≥20 were tested for 
normality using a D’Agostino Pearson test, whereas those 
variables with sample sizes from 10 to 19 were tested 
using a D’Agostino test (Ayres et al., 2005). Variables 
with a normal distribution were tested using the parametric 
Student t test when variances were similar, and using a Z 
test when variances differed. In the absence of a normal 
distribution and when transformations were not capable 
of normalizing the data, non-parametric tests were used. 
Unless otherwise stated a significance level of 5% was 
used for all tests. When multiple tests were performed 
on the same variable, the significance level was adjusted 
following Leigh and Jungers (1994). Tests were performed 
using BioEstat 4.0 (Ayres et al., 2005), Systat 5.0 
(Wilkinson, 1990), and PAST 1.81 (Hammer et al., 2001).

Results

A total of 140 out of the 151 necropsied rufous-bellied 
thrushes (92.7%) were parasitized by at least 1 helminth 
species. The helminths recorded (N= 2 387 specimens) 
belonged to Nematoda (56%), Digenea (20%), Eucestoda 
(17%) and Acanthocephala (7%), showing a mean intensity 
of infection of 15.8 helminths per host. The helminth 
community was composed of 15 species (Table 1) and had 
a Shannon’s index of diversity of H’= 2.139. The species 
accumulation curve indicates that such species richness is 
representative of the fauna of helminths of rufous-bellied 
thrushes. After finding the 15th species of helminth in the 
52nd necropsied specimen, no new species were found in 
the last 99 necropsies. Species richness of parasites per 
individual host ranged from 0 to 8, showing an average 
richness of 2.92 species/host. Nine species were classified 
as dominant, 5 as codominant, and only 1 as subordinate in 
the helminth community of T. rufiventris (Table 1).

Adult weight ranged from 50 to 87 g (mean= 65.6, 
s.d.= 6.3, n= 115), it did not differ between the sexes 
(males: mean= 64.9, s.d.= 5.3, n= 63; females: mean= 
66.6, s.d.= 7.2, n=52; H= 2.1087, d.f.= 1, p= 0.1465) and 
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was not affected significantly by the species richness of 
parasites (F [regression]= 2.1716, p= 0.1395, Fig. 1). An 
analysis of the influence of the abundance of each species 
of parasite (independent variable) on the weight of adults 
(n= 115, dependent variable) suggests that an increase 
in the frequency of Fernandezia spinosissima (Linstow, 
1894) López-Neyra, 1936 (F= 5.2646, p= 0.0222, r2= 
4.45%), Wardium fernandensis (Nybelin, 1929) (F= 
4.2604, p= 0.0388, r2= 3.63%) and Cardiofilaria sp. (F= 
5.2620, p= 0.0223, r2= 4.45%) relates to a decrease in 
individual weight. Considering that these coefficients 
of determination are very low (<5%), an analysis of the 
influence of the intensity of infection with each species 
on the weight of thrushes was performed. The weight of 
thrushes was not related to the intensity of infection with 
W. fernandensis (F= 2.9341, p= 0.0943, r2= 9.48%, n= 30) 
or Cardiofilaria sp. (F= 3.2000, p= 0.1048, r2= 26.23%, 
n= 11), but the intensity of infection with F. spinosissima 
affected the weight of thrushes (F= 7.1635, p= 0.0359, 
r2= 54.42%, n= 8). Excluding the single outlier from the 
sample (18 F. spinosissima specimens in a 55 g thrush), 
however, results in a marginally significant relationship 
(F= 6.3425, p= 0.0525, r2= 55.92%, n= 7). The abundance 
and intensity of infection of none of the other 12 species 
presented a significant relationship with the weight of 

adult thrushes.
Adult males and females showed similar species 

richness of parasites, which ranged from 0 to 8 species 
(males: mean= 3.0, s.d.= 2.0, n= 63; females: mean= 3.2, 
s.d.= 2.0, n= 53; Student’s t test: t= 0.6105, d.f.= 114, p= 
0.5427), and quite similar helminth communities, both 
qualitatively (Jaccard’s index of similarity= 92.9%) and 
quantitatively (Morisita-Horn index of similarity= 84.6%). 
However, the diversity of the helminth community of adult 
males (H’= 2.225) was higher than that of adult females 
(H’= 1.801; t= 9.7061, p<0.0001).

The species richness of parasites of juvenile males 
ranged from 0 to 5 species (mean= 2.4, s.d.= 1.5, n= 19), 
whereas in juvenile females it ranged from 1 to 5 (mean=2.3, 
s.d.=1.5, n=16). Species richness of parasites was similar 
between juvenile males and females (t= 0.2340, d.f.= 33, 
p= 0.8164). Compared to adults, juveniles showed a lower 
species richness of parasites (adults: mean= 3.1, s.d.= 2.0, 
n= 116; juveniles: mean= 2.3, s.d.= 1.5, n= 35; Z= 2.5505, 
p= 0.0108).

The prevalence of a few parasite species also differed 
between adult and juvenile thrushes (Table 2). Whereas 
adults showed a higher prevalence of C. conspicuum 
(64.66% vs. 42.86%), Microtetrameres pusilla (37.07% vs. 
14.29%) and Aproctella stoddardi Cram, 1931 (26.72% vs. 

Figure 1. Relationship between body weight in grams (independent variable) of adult rufous-bellied thrushes (Turdus rufiventris) and 
species richness of parasites (dependent variable).
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Táxon Prevalence 
(%)

Intensity
(mean ± SD)

Abundance (mean 
± SD)

Importance 
value (I)

CHIOC 
accession 
number

Digenea

Brachylaimidae

Brachylaima sp. 0.66 3 (3.00) 0.02 ± 0.24 0.003 (S) 37272
Eucotylidae

Tamerlania inopina 4.64 1-10 (3.71 ± 2.93) 0.17 ± 2.34 0.18 (CD) 37271
Dicrocoeliidae

Conspicuum conspicuum 59.60 1-20 (2.42 ± 2.34) 1.44 ± 2.16 19.35 (D) 36508
 Lutztrema obliquum 13.91 1-47 (11.10 ± 12.92) 1.54 ± 6.09 4.83 (D) 37270
Eucestoda

Davaineidae
Fernandezia spinosissima 7.95 1-17 (3.25 ± 4.77) 0.26 ± 1.56 0.46 (CD)

Dilepididae

 Dilepis undula 30.46 1-17 (3.48 ± 3.78) 1.06 ± 2.62 7.26 (D) 37266, 37267

Hymenolepididae
 Wardium fernandensis 25.83 1-27 (5.49 ± 6.46) 1.42 ± 4.05 8.23 (D) 37269
Acanthocephala

Plagiorhynchidae

 Lueheia inscripta 40.40 1-17 (2.64 ± 2.69) 1.07 ± 2.14 9.69 (D) 37273a, 
37273b

Nematoda

Capillariidae

 Aonchotheca sp. 1.99 1-8 (3.33 ± 4.04) 0.07 ± 0.66 0.03 (CD)

Thelaziidae

 Oxyspirura petrowi 9.93 1-12 (4.60 ± 3.50) 0.46 ± 1.75 1.02 (D) 35672

Tetrameridae

Microtetrameres pusilla 31.79 1-13 (3.83 ± 2.88) 1.22 ± 2.41 8.71 (D) 35673

Onchocercidae

Aproctella stoddardi 20.53 1-13 (3.55 ± 2.96) 0.73 ± 1.96 3.36 (D) 35674

 Cardiofilaria sp. 7.28 1-7 (3.18 ± 1.94) 0.23 ± 0.97 0.38 (CD) 35677

Strongyloididae

 Strongyloides oswaldoi 27.81 1-166 (20.55 ± 30.90) 5.72 ± 18.61 35.75 (D) 35675

Syngamidae
 Syngamus trachea 7.95 2-36 (5.17 ± 9.74) 0.41 ± 2.99 0.73 (CD) 35676

Table 1. Prevalence, intensity of infection (mean ± standard deviation), abundance (mean ± standard deviation) and importance value 
of each helminth parasite species of rufous-bellied thrushes (Turdus rufiventris) in the metropolitan region of Porto Alegre, State of Rio 
Grande do Sul, Brazil (N= 151 necropsied birds)

SD = standard deviation; importance value: D = dominant; CD = codominant; S = subordinate
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0%), juveniles showed a higher prevalence of Syngamus 
trachea (Montagu, 1811) Chapin, 1925 (22.86% vs. 
3.45%). However, the intensity of infection of all species 
of parasites found in both adult and juvenile individuals 
was similar between these classes (Table 3).

The prevalence of parasite species was more similar 
between adult males and females than between adult and 
juvenile individuals (Table 2). Only Oxyspirura petrowi 
Skrjabin, 1929 was more prevalent in males (19.05%) than 
in females (3.77%). The intensity of infection of adult male 
and adult female thrushes with each species of parasite 
also was similar (Table 4).

Discussion

The fauna of helminths of rufous-bellied thrushes 
was known from opportunistic reports to comprise only 5 

species (Travassos et al., 1969; Vicente et al., 1995; Fabio 
and Ferreira, 1999). Our study increased it to 16 species, 
elevating the diversity of parasites of T. rufiventris to the 
level found in intensively studied congeneric species, 
the North American Turdus migratorius Linnaeus, 1766 
(e.g., Webster, 1943; Slater, 1967; Cooper and Crites, 
1976a, 1976b; Ching, 1993) and the European Turdus 
merula Linnaeus, 1758 (e.g., Pojmanska, 1969; Schmidt, 
1975; Machalska, 1980; Okulewicz and Wesoowska, 
2003; Misof, 2005). Whereas the former is known to be 
parasitized by 6 nematode species, 3 cestodes, 1 digenean 
and 1 acanthocephalan, the latter is host to 7 nematodes, 
4 digeneans, 3 cestodes and 1 acanthocephalan. The 
proportion of individuals parasitized by at least 1 species 
of helminth was also similar among these 3 thrushes: T. 
rufiventris (92.7%, this study), T. migratorius (93.5%, 
Slater 1967) and T. merula (82.0% based on fecal sample 
screening, Misof, 2005).

The fauna of parasites of T. rufiventris largely 

Taxon

Prevalence (%) G test (Yates)
Juveniles 
(N=35)

Adults 
(N=116)

Juveniles x 
Adults

Adult males x 
Adult females

Males 
(N=63)

Females 
(N=53)

Brachylaima sp. 2.9 0 0 G=0.3420, p=0.5587 ----

Tamerlania inopina 0 4.8 7.5 G=1.3362, p=0.2477 G=0.0556, p=0.8136
Conspicuum 
conspicuum 42.9 63.5 66.0 G=4.3727, p=0.0365 G=0.0082, p=0.9277

Lutztrema obliquum 5.7 19.0 13.2 G=1.9731, p=0.1601 G=0.3567, p=0.5504
Fernandezia 
spinosissima 8.6 3.2 13.2 G=0.0412, p=0.8392 G=2.8154, p=0.0934

Dilepis undula 20.0 31.7 35.8 G=1.8421, p=0.1747 G=0.0721, p=0.7882

Wardium fernandensis 25.7 33.3 17.0 G=0.0408, p=0.8399 G=3.2774, p=0.0702

Lueheia inscripta 62.9 27.0 41.5 G=8.2510, p=0.0041 G=2.1075, p=0.1466

Strongyloides oswaldoi 14.3 28.6 35.8 G=3.6136, p=0.0573 G=0.4061, p=0.5240

Aonchotheca sp. 5.7 1.6 0 G=1.0427, p=0.3072 G=0.0075, p=0.9309

Oxyspirura petrowi 2.9 19.0 3.8 G=1.9120, p=0.1667 G=5.4166, p=0.0199

Microtetrameres pusilla 14.3 31.7 43.4 G=5.9618, p=0.0146 G=1.2115, p=0.2710

Aproctella stoddardi 0 22.2 32.1 G=14.4167, p=0.0001 G=0.9658, p=0.3257

Cardiofilaria sp. 0 11.1 7.5 G=3.0976, p=0.0784 G=0.1126, p=0.7372

Syngamus trachea 22.9 3.2 3.8 G=9.3577, p=0.0022 G=0.1135, p=0.7362

Table 2. Prevalence of helminth species in juvenile, adult male and adult female rufous-bellied thrushes, Turdus rufiventris. Significant 
differences between classes in bold. For all G tests: d.f.= 1
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Taxon Adults Juveniles Mann-Whitney

Conspicuum conspicuum 2.27 ± 1.46 [1-9] 75 3.20 ± 4.77 [1-20] 15 U=568.0, p=0.950

Lutztrema obliquum 11.90 ± 13.34 [1-47] 19 3.50 ± 2.12 [2-5] 2 U=24.0, p=0.547

Fernandezia spinosissima 4.00 ± 5.36 [1-17] 9 1.00 ± 0 [1] 3 U=21.0, p=0.121

Dilepis undula 3.33 ± 3.96 [1-17] 39 4.29 ± 2.69 [1-8] 7 U=89.5, p=0.137

Wardium fernandensis 4.70 ± 5.79 [1-25] 30 8.11 ± 8.15 [2-27] 9 U=80.0, p=0.061

Lueheia inscripta 2.85 ± 3.18 [1-17] 39 2.27 ± 1.49 [1-7] 22 U=407.0, p=0.726

Strongyloides oswaldoi 21.51 ± 32.62 [1-166] 37 13.40 ± 11.72 [2-28] 5 U=89.5, p=0.907

Aonchotheca sp. 8.00 [8] 1 1.00 ± 0 [1] 2 U=2.0, p=0.157

Oxyspirura petrowi 4.79 ± 3.56 [1-12] 14 2.00 [2] 1 U=9.5, p=0.558

Microtetrameres pusilla 3.86 ± 2.93 [1-13] 43 3.60 ± 2.61 [1-7] 5 U=107.5, p=1.000

Syngamus trachea 2.00 ± 0 [2] 4 6.75 ± 11.85 [2-36] 8 U=10.0, p=0.180

Table 3. Intensity of infection of adult and juvenile rufous-bellied thrushes, Turdus rufiventris, with each species of helminth found in 
both classes. Values represent mean parasite load per positive host ± standard deviation [and range] and sample size for each age class. 
The result of the Mann-Whitney (U) test and the respective probability (p) are also shown

Taxon Adult males Adult females Mann-Whitney

Tamerlania inopina 5.33 ± 4.16 [2-10] 3 2.50 ± 1.00 [1-3] 4 U=3.0, p=0.271

Conspicuum conspicuum 2.28 ± 1.62 [1-9] 40 2.26 ± 1.29 [1-6] 35 U=736.5, p=0.685

Lutztrema obliquum 10.83 ± 10.01 [1-31] 12 13.71 ± 18.56 [1-47] 7 U=45.0, p=0.799

Fernandezia spinosissima 2.00 ± 1.41 [1-3] 2 4.57 ± 6.02 [1-17] 7 U=7.5, p=0.878

Dilepis undula 2.60 ± 2.14 [1-9] 20 4.10 ± 5.20 [1-17] 19 U=196.0, p=0.860

Wardium fernandensis 4.71 ± 5.83 [1-25] 21 4.67 ± 6.04 [1-20] 9 U=91.5, p=0.887

Lueheia inscripta 3.06 ± 4.18 [1-17] 17 2.68 ± 2.21 [1-8] 22 U=207.5, p=0.531

Strongyloides oswaldoi 14.39 ± 20.79 [1-90] 18 28.26 ± 40.26 [1-166] 19 U=212.0, p=0.212

Oxyspirura petrowi 5.08 ± 3.68 [1-12] 12 3.00 ± 2.82 [1-5] 2 U=16.5, p=0.404

Microtetrameres pusilla 4.80 ± 3.58 [1-13] 20 3.04 ± 1.96 [1-7] 23 U=288.5, p=0.146

Aproctella stoddardi 3.86 ± 3.78 [1-13] 14 3.29 ± 2.17 [1-8] 17 U=123.5, p=0.855

Cardiofilaria sp. 3.57 ± 1.99 [1-7] 7 2.50 ± 1.92 [1-5] 4 U=9.5, p=0.385

Syngamus trachea 2 ± 0 [2] 2 2 ± 0 [2] 2 U=2.0, p=1.000

Table 4. Intensity of infection of adult male and female rufous-bellied thrushes, Turdus rufiventris, with each species of parasite. Values 
represent mean parasite load per positive host ± standard deviation [and range] and sample size for each sex class. The result of the 
Mann-Whitney (U) test and the respective probability (p) are also shown
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reflects its diet, which is composed of invertebrates such 
as earthworms, terrestrial snails, terrestrial isopods, 
millipedes, cockroaches and grasshoppers (Table 5). 
Therefore, the low prevalence shown by some species of 
helminths can be related to several non-mutually exclusive 
factors, including (a) a low natural infection of intermediate 
hosts, (b) a low availability of intermediate hosts or (c) a 
low consumption of particular intermediate hosts by the 
birds. Research on the density of intermediate hosts and 
their relationships with parasites are important for reaching 
a better understanding of this multispecies interaction. 
It is also critical to take into account the variety of life 
cycles shown by helminths. For example, the filariids A. 
stoddardi and Cardifilaria sp. are transmitted by vectors 
and the strongiloidid Strongyloides oswaldoi Travassos, 
1930 has a monoxenous (without intermediate host) cycle.

The relationship between the size and age of hosts and 
the species richness of helminths in the infracommunity 
and the component community is a major issue in parasite 
ecology (Bush, 1990, Simberloff and Moore, 1997, but see 
Poulin and Morand, 2004). Studies have shown that lowly 
pathogenic intestinal parasites cause a marked weight loss 

in hosts by strongly changing their energy flow (Connors 
and Nickol, 1991). Despite the assumption that parasites 
compromise the health of the host, the species richness of 
parasites found in the specimens necropsied in the current 
study did not show a significant relationship with adult 
weight. This likely absence of influence of species richness 
of parasites on host morbidity suggests that helminths 
found in the population of rufous-bellied thrushes do not 
show intensities of infection high enough to compromise 
the health of individuals, though histopathological analyses 
were not conducted.

The higher species richness of parasites of adults in 
comparison with juvenile thrushes is compatible with 
an increase in the opportunities of infection with a large 
number of parasites as an effect of age as suggested by 
Dogiel (1964 apud Simberloff and Moore, 1997). This 
hypothesis is based on the assumption that the older the 
host, the longer its exposure to a greater number and 
diversity of prey species, vectors, eggs and infectant larvae. 
This relationship can also explain the higher prevalence 
of some parasite species (C. conspicuum, M. pusilla, A. 
stoddardi and, possibly, S. oswaldoi and Cardiofilaria sp.) 

Taxon Intermediate host Reference(s)
Digenea

Brachylaima sp. Terrestrial mollusk Yamaguti 1975

Tamerlania inopina Terrestrial mollusk Kingston 1965

Conspicuum conspicuum Terrestrial mollusk (1st IH) Terrestrial 
isopod (2nd IH) Patten 1952

Lutztrema obliquum Terrestrial mollusk (1st IH) Millipede (2nd 
IH) Krissinger 1984

Eucestoda

Fernandezia spinosissima Unknown

Dilepis undula Earthworm Rysavy 1973

Wardium fernandensis Insect (beetle and grasshopper) Mourad 1967

Acanthocephala

Lueheia inscripta Insect (American cockroach) Acholonu 1976
Nematoda

Aonchotheca sp. Earthworm Moravec et al. 1987, Anderson 2000 

Oxyspirura petrowi Insect (cockroach) Fielding 1926,1927, Anderson 2000

Microtetrameres pusilla Insect (grasshopper) Cram 1934, Quentin et al. 1986

Syngamus trachea Earthworm (PH) Wehr 1937, Anderson 2000

Table 5. Potential intermediate hosts for the helminths of rufous-bellied thrushes, Turdus rufiventris, in the metropolitan region of Porto 
Alegre, RS, Brazil.

1st IH=first intermediate host, 2nd IH=second intermediate host, PH=paratenic host
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observed in adults. The adult-juvenile difference in the 
prevalence of C. conspicuum and M. pusilla can be related 
to the aforementioned factors or to actual differences in 
food preference. Diet composition is a better candidate for 
explaining the higher percentage of S. trachea in juveniles 
(22.86% vs. 3.45% in adults). The highest intensity of 
infection with S. trachea (36) was found in a fledgling 
individual. Because S. trachea presents a heteroxenous 
cycle and can be transmitted directly to the definitive host 
via ingestion of eggs or of a paratenic host (an earthworm, 
for example), it is reasonable to suggest that parents can 
offer earthworms to nestlings.

On the other hand, age is a better variable for explaining 
the pattern of infection seen with S. oswaldoi, since this 
monoxenous parasite species depends on the contact 
of a host with its larvae to be transmitted. In this case, 
time of exposition is critical. But, the lack of difference 
between adults and juveniles in the intensity of infection 
of all species of parasites does not support Dogiel’s (1964) 
hypothesis. This interpretation is based on the rationale 
that if age affects the probability of infection with a greater 
number of species, it also should influence the intensity of 
parasite infection.

The high qualitative and quantitative similarity between 
the helminth communities of adult males and females 
permits the conclusion that they prey upon the same 
invertebrates and highlights a wide overlap in the animal 
dimension of the trophic niches of males and females. These 
findings are compatible with Schoener’s (1974) ecological 
postulate that body size influences how species exploit 
resources. The few differences in prevalence, however, 
suggest subtle differences in preference for particular food 
items by males and females. The higher prevalence of O. 
petrowi in adult males (19.05% vs. 3.77% in females), 
for example, may derive from a higher consumption of 
cockroaches.

In sum, parasites proved to be important tools for 
contributing to our knowledge on the trophic interactions 
between definitive and intermediate hosts, an approach 
particularly promising for non-dimorphic or secretive 
species, whose field observations on unmarked individuals 
is difficult or produces limited data. Future studies may 
integrate modern techniques of DNA fingerprinting for 
sexing marked individuals with methods of behavioral 
observation for comparing microhabitat selection, foraging 
techniques and diet composition of male and female 
rufous-bellied thrushes.
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