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Abstract

Although the Chiroptera represents a significant proportion (c.20%) of the mammalian fauna and South America has the 

highest diversity of bat species, only about a third of the known species in this region have had helminth parasites reported 

from them. This work represents the first comprehensive checklist of the helminth parasites (nematodes, acanthocepha-

lans, trematodes and cestodes) of South American bats. The data were extracted from more than 120 references and are 

presented as a key to each group of parasites down to the generic level, with an indication of how the bats become infected, 

accompanied by a list of the species recorded for each genus. This is followed, in tabular form, by parasite-host and host-

parasite checklists. The parasite-host list also includes their geographical distribution in South America (at the country 

level) and site data, plus the references in which the parasite records occur. The host-parasite list is arranged according to 

the classification of the hosts. In all, c.370 host-parasite associations are recorded, involving 114 nominal species of hel-

minths from 92 named chiropteran taxa.
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Introduction

The Chiroptera is a large group, representing 20–22% of mammalian species (e.g. Simmons, 2005), and some of 
the highest chiropteran (bat) species diversity in the world occurs in the Neotropical region (Willig & Selcer 1989). 
Since the work of Diesing (1850), the helminth parasites of bats in South America have been studied sporadically 
and locally in more than 120, generally small, investigations with little or no continental or national compilation or 
evaluation. Given that there is increasing evidence suggesting that there is cryptic diversity in Neotropical bats and 
that many bat species are endangered, ‘a comprehensive survey of potential diversity is needed on a scale which is 
taxonomically diverse’ and ‘geographically broad’ (Clare et al. 2011). The same is true for their helminth parasites, 
for, as indicated below, only about a third of the known bat species in South America have had helminths reported 
from them. 

Recorded helminths include members of the phyla Nematoda, Acanthocephala and Platyhelminthes, the latter 
including the classes Trematoda and Cestoda. These records exclusively represent endoparasites. Bats generally 
acquire such parasites in the form of a passive infection via their diet, with the result that the alimentary canal and 
thoracic and abdominal cavities are the most parasitized sites. Infected bats usually represent the ‘definitive (or 
final) host’, harbouring the parasite as a sexual adult, or, more rarely, as either an ‘intermediate host’, in which one 
or more larval stages develop, or a ‘paratenic host’, in which a larval stage can survive without further 
development. In addition to increasing our knowledge in terms of biodiversity and disease, the study of the 
helminth parasites of bats is important as it contributes to our understanding of feeding habits and other aspects of 
their biology, and may indicate useful biological markers for bat populations.

Methods

The identification of helminths is best realized using specimens in good condition, which means that the parasites 
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groups which involve insects as intermediate hosts. Consequently, it would appear that the endoparasitic fauna of 
this group in South America appears rather depauperate when compared to the rich ectoparasitic fauna reported by 
Frank et al. (2014), i.e. 273 species. Thus, in terms of those chiropteran taxa examined so far, the diversity of 
helminth parasites is only slightly greater than that of their hosts.
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