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OTHER IMPORTANT NEMATODE PARASITES 

Below are descriptions of other important nematode (roundworm) parasites - which can cause significant disease but 
less commonly than those mentioned above. 

SMALL INTESTINE 

COOPERIA CURTICEI  

This parasite infects both sheep and goats. It is small, 0.5 to 0.8 cm.  Eggs are typical GIN type. The life cycle is typical with 
the larvae burrowing into the intestinal crypts and adults living on the surface.  Prepatent period is 2 weeks.  Cooperia 
becomes hypobiotic (arrested) in the late fall.  Lambs/kids at pasture are most likely to develop heavy infections.  Adults 
tend to remain immune but shed low numbers of eggs.  Signs are mild or absent unless infection is very heavy in which 
case poor appetite and growth are most notable. Parasite numbers may be high, even without severe signs of disease.  
The parasite causes villous atrophy of the intestine. In cattle studies, AR develops quickly in Cooperia. 

BUNOSTOMUM  TRIGONOCEPHALUM 

This parasite is also known as the “hookworm”.  It infects both sheep and goats. It is fairly large at 1 to 3 cm in size and 
the adults live in the small intestine.  Eggs are typical GIN type.  At this time, there is no evidence of this parasite in central 
Canada, so it is likely uncommon. The infective L3 can penetrate the skin where they migrate to the lungs and then 
migrate to the digestive tract.  Ingested L3 do not migrate to the lungs.  The prepatent period is 4 to 8 weeks.  This 
parasite prefers more tropical climates. Adult hookworms suck blood and a fairly low infection of 500 worms is associated 
with anaemia, hypoproteinemia (bottle jaw), weight loss and death. The carcass is pale.  The intestinal lining is reddened 
and edematous. The worms may be seen attached to the intestinal mucosa or in the lumen of the intestine. 

STRONGYLOIDES  PAPILLOSUS 

This parasite is also known as the “threadworm”. It infects sheep and goats as well as other ruminants.  The worms are 
very slender < 1 cm in length.  The eggs are larvated and are about 50% as large as typical GIN eggs. It is very commonly 
found in diagnostic samples. Only the females have a parasitic stage and both females and males are free-living. The 
females can produce eggs by parthenogenesis (asexual reproduction).  To build up significant infestations in the 
environment, the conditions must remain warm and moist, as the larval stages are all susceptible to environmental 
conditions.  L3 infective larvae can be ingested, penetrate skin or infect lambs /kids through dam’s milk.  The prepatent 
period is 8 to 14 days.  While eggs are commonly seen on faecal egg counts, disease is typically uncommon and not severe.  
In very high levels of infection, young lambs/kids (2 weeks of age) may exhibit signs of diarrhea and reduced gains.  High 
faecal egg counts are not always indicative of a clinically significant infection. The adult parasite can cause inflammation 
of the intestine and villous atrophy. 

LARGE INTESTINE 

CHABERTIA OVINA 

This parasite is also known as the “large-mouthed bowel worm” and is not common in Canada. It infects both sheep and 
goats. The adults are 1.5 to 2 cm in length and found in the colon. Eggs are typical GIN type. As few as 300 adult worms 
can cause disease.  The adults ingest chunks of the lining of the colon and cause loss of blood and protein.  The L3 can 
over-winter on pasture and the L4 can become hypobiotic in the large intestine and re-emerge in the spring.  However, 
severe disease is unusual in temperate climates.  Severe infections cause diarrhea with blood and mucus, sometimes with 
visible worms in the feces.  The lamb/kid develops anaemia, hypoproteinemia and weight loss. The young larvae are in 
the caecum and the adults in the colon.  The damaged mucosa is evident along with visible worms. 
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OESOPHAGOSTOMUM  COLUMBIANUM 

This parasite infects sheep and goats and wild ruminants. It is also known as the “nodular worm”.  The adult worms are 
slightly > 1 cm in length and found in the large intestine. Eggs are GIN type. It is considered an important parasite in 
tropical and sub-tropical countries but is found worldwide.  The L3 penetrate the mucosa of the small or large intestine 
and form nodules where they develop to the L4 stage.  They may remain in the nodules for up to 1 year.  When the L4 
emerge, considerable damage may be caused to the intestinal wall. The prepatent period is 45 days. Severe infections 
are typified by dark, green diarrhea; milder infections by intermittent diarrhea and poor growth. The nodules are found 
in the lower intestine and can be up to 2 cm in diameter.  The inflammation associated with rupture of the nodules can 
cause adhesions and even perforation resulting in peritonitis. 

TRICHURIS  OVIS 

This parasite infects sheep and goats and occasionally other ruminants.  It is also called “whipworm”.  The adults are very 
long worms (4 to 8 cm) with a thick posterior and very slender anterior which is usually buried in the mucosa of the large 
intestine.  Eggs are oval and brown with a transparent plug at either end. The L1 remains in the egg in the environment 
and is the infective stage.  Eggs can remain viable in the environment for up to 4 years.  Once ingested, the caps on the 
eggs are digested, releasing the larvae, which then penetrates the lining of the distal small intestine and large intestine.  
The prepatent period is 7 to 10 weeks.  Infections are quite common in central Canada but significant disease is not. Most 
infections are light and there are few clinical signs.  The parasite causes a mild colitis. The adult parasite is easily seen on 
postmortem. The lining of the colon is haemorrhagic around where the worm is imbedded. 

LUNG 

DICTYOCAULUS  FILARIA 

This parasite infects sheep, goats and deer and is more commonly known as “lungworm”.  The adult worms live in the 
large and smaller airways (bronchi) of the lungs and are quite large (5 to 10 cm).  While described as being found 
worldwide, infections are sporadic and uncommon in Canada. The females lay eggs in the airways, which are coughed up 
and swallowed.  The eggs hatch and the L1 larvae are passed in the feces where they moult to L3.  A routine faecal 
examination may miss them because the eggs have hatched - a special test (Baermann technique) is needed to diagnose 
an infection.  Larvae can over-winter on pasture but most pasture contamination comes from infected sheep and goats 
in the same grazing season. Coughing (with mucus) and ill-thrift are the most common signs.  Secondary pneumonia can 
exacerbate the signs. The lungs are wet and red and the bronchi, and potentially trachea, are filled with worms. 

MUELLERIUS  CAPILLARIS  

This very common parasite infects sheep, goats and deer.  It is also called “nodular lungworm”.  Although 1 to 3 cm in 
length, these worms are hard to see because they are located in the lung tissue and not the bronchi.  The life cycle requires 
an intermediate host, in this case snails and slugs.  The L1 larvae are coughed up and swallowed, then passed in the faeces.  
They penetrate the foot of the mollusc, mature and reside there for 2 to 3 weeks until inadvertently eaten by a sheep or 
goat when grazing.  The mollusc is digested releasing the L3 larva, which penetrates the digestive tract and travels 
through the blood and lymphatic system to the lungs.  The prepatent period is 6 to 10 weeks.  The adult worm can live 
for several years, with the result that infection and lung damage from the infection can be cumulative. This parasite is not 
considered to be very pathogenic in sheep, but it is in goats.  Coughing, difficult breathing and pneumonia can be seen.  
Radiographs reveal increased density (white) dorsally in the lung suggesting disease due to Muellerius and / or caprine 
arthritis encephalitis (CAE). The dorsal surface of the lung has nodules from very small up to 2 centimetres in diameter.  
The nodules are hard (lead shot) and contain one to several worms.  When the worm dies, the nodules become necrotic.  
More extensive areas of lung consolidation occur in goats.  Treatment is difficult because of the scarring of the lung and 
may need to be performed more than once. 
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NERVOUS SYSTEM 

PARELAPHOSTRONGYLUS  TENUIS 

The final (definitive) host is the white-tailed deer, but many other ruminants can be infected - in particular, sheep, goats, 
moose and new world camelids (llamas, alpacas).  This parasite is more commonly known as “deer meningeal worm”.  
The disease caused by this worm is also known as “moose sickness”.  These are large, slender worms up to 9 cm in length.  
The intermediate hosts are snails and slugs.  Normally, when deer ingest an infected snail or slug, the worm migrates up 
the spinal nerves from the gut - eventually reaching the brain and spinal cord.  Eggs are laid in the small blood vessels and 
make their way to the lungs where they hatch, and larvae are coughed up, swallowed and passed in the faeces.   

It is difficult to control this disease as the parasite is common in white-tailed deer, and the snails and slugs are everywhere.  
Preventing the sharing of pastures is very difficult in Ontario and Quebec where white-tailed deer are very common.  The 
infection in white-tailed deer doesn’t cause disease, but in non-target ruminants, severe neurological signs may occur.  
This is because of aberrant (misdirected) migration in the non-target host. The worms migrate down trunk nerves or into 
the brain causing inflammation. The animal becomes disorientated and may develop severe pruritus (itching) along the 
trunk nerves.  Moose may wander into towns, staggering.  Sheep and goats may develop paralysis - particularly in the 
hind-end, circling, blindness, weight loss and death.  Treatment often involves long-term use of anthelmintics (e.g. 
fenbendazole) as well as anti-inflammatory drugs. On postmortem, the worm may be identified in the brain or spinal 
canal.  In Ontario, most aberrant infections are seen in alpacas and llamas but may not be recognized in sheep or goats 
without a postmortem diagnosis. 

 

Next section is “Non-nematode internal parasites” 

 


