THORNY-HEADED WORMS
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What are thorny-headed worms?
Thorny-headed worms (Phylum: Acanthocephala) are small parasitic worms
which have retractable hooks located at the front of the worm. These hooks
are used to anchor the worms to tissues. Seals can get thorny-headed worms
from eating crustaceans or fish (intermediate hosts), infected with immature
(larval) life stages of the worm (see thorny-headed worms of fish in section HA.6).
Thorny-headed worms in seals are of the genus Corynosoma. C. validum has
been reported in bearded seals. C.reductum, C. strumosum and C. wegeneri
have been reported in ringed seals.
What do thorny-headed worms look like?
Thorny-headed worms are most often found in the intestines rather than the
stomach. These worms do not typically occur in large numbers.
Worms are firmly attached to the lining of the intestine by their hooks and can
not be easily wiped off. Sometimes, the undigested ear bones (otoliths) of
consumed fish look somewhat similar to the thorny-headed worm, but can be
readily identified since they wipe off easily from the surface and are hard
stone-like objects.
What species are affected?
All seals may have these parasites.
Thorny-headed worms may cause small sores (ulcers) at the point of
attachment. These parasites are generally thought to have little effect on their
hosts unless they are present in large numbers or occur in non-typical hosts.
Human health concerns
None. You can not get this parasitic worm from consuming wildlife.
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Fish ear bones (otoliths) in
the intestine of a Ringed seal.
Note: Otoliths can be readily
distinguished from thornyheaded worms in that you
can wipe ear bones off the
surface easily. Thornyheaded worms are firmly
anchored to the tissue.
(Photo Credit: Dr. J. Geraci)

THORNY-HEADED WORMS, CONT’D.

Close-up views through a microscope of
Acanthocephalans found in the intestine of a seal.
(Photo credits: Manon simard; Makivik Corporation)
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LIVER FLUKES
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What are liver flukes?
Liver flukes (trematodes) are flat, oval-shaped parasitic worms somewhat
similar in shape to leeches, but often smaller. Several different species of
flukes are found in the bile and pancreatic tubes (ducts), and surrounding
tissues of marine mammals.
The liver fluke Orthosplanchnus arcticus is known to occur in the ringed seal.
What species are affected?
Probably all marine mammals are susceptible to flukes.
Infection has been reported as extremely common in harbour porpoises on
the East coast of the USA and flukes have also been reported in a bearded
seal off the coast of Alaska.
In general, there is little information available on their occurrence in marine
mammals in the Arctic.
Human health concerns
None. Meat is safe to consume.
Safety of the meat for dogs
The meat is safe to feed to dogs.
Samples to collect
Collect the liver and pancreas.
Parasites may also be collected and preserved in alcohol.
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LUNGWORMS
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What are they?
Lungworms are parasitic worms roundworms, or nematodes.
Lungworms are white, thread-like, generally less than 7 cm in length and can
be found in the lungs. Sometimes the worm may die well before the animal is
harvested. In these cases, the lung tissue right around the worm may also die
creating small grey lumps of dead tissue up to 2 cm in diameter.
Lungworms can damage the lung and make it difficult to breathe. Sometimes,
animals will be seen coughing after they have moved quickly. Lungworms are
a cause of pneumonia in seals (see pneumonia in section H-G.7). Animals
with lungworms may appear weak, thin, and have matted, dull hair.
Lungworms occur in the airways and some very small species can cause
small lumps in the lung tissue.
Lungworm species found in seals are different from the many different
species that can occur in whales.
Otostrongylus circumlitus is common in young seals. These are large
lungworms that can be seen when butchering the animal.
Parafilaroides sp. are small worms that require a microscope to be seen.
However, small white lumps may be seen in the lungs of seals infected with
this species of lungworm.
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Lungworms seen in an opened airway. (Photo credit: Dr. J. Geraci).

STOMACH WORMS in SEALS and WHALES
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What are stomach worms?
Stomach worms are roundworms (nematodes) whose adult stage is found in
the stomach.
Stomach worms attach themselves to the lining of the stomach, or in some
cases just beyond the stomach at the start of the intestines. They may cause
local irritation where they are found and may even burrow deeply into the
lining of the stomach and cause ulcers or a more widespread irritation of the
stomach lining (hemorrhagic gastritis).
The species of roundworms found in seals and other pinnipeds likely differs
from the species found in the toothed whales (Odontocete).
Anisakidae nematodes are found in immature (larval) stages in fish
(intermediate hosts), and mature into adults within seals and whales (final
hosts). Larval stages are transmitted to seals and whales when they eat
infected fish. The larval worms mature to adults and complete their life cycle
in the seal or whale (see roundworms of fish in section H-A.4).
What species are affected?
Any mammal is susceptible.
Human health concerns
It is not recommended to eat infected stomach or intestines raw. If this is the
only abnormality, the rest of the animal should be OK to eat.
Safety of the meat for dogs
It is not recommended to feed infected stomach or intestines raw. If this is
the only abnormality, the rest of the animal should be OK to eat.

Section H: More Information

H-C.10

Section H: More Information

H-C.10

Stomach worms
causing hemorrhage,
redness and swelling
(inflammation). (Photo
credit: Dr. J. Geraci).

Roundworm

Anisakidae roundworm in a ringed seal intestine. (Photo credit: Manon Simard;
Makivik Corporation)

HEARTWORM
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What is heartworm?
Heartworms are parasitic roundworms (nematodes) found in the right side of
the heart and also the blood vessels leading to the lungs of seals. These
heartworms are of the species Acanthocheilonema spirocauda.
Adult worms produce small, immature offspring (microfilariae). Microfilariae
travel in the bloodstream. The host for the immature worm (intermediate
host), the seal louse, feeds on the blood of seals where it picks up the
microfilariae (see seal lice in section H-C.3). Microfilariae are transmitted to
other seals through the bite of an infected louse. Once transmitted to the
seal, microfilariae move to the heart of the seal, mature, and begin the cycle
again.
Lice move from seal to seal, spreading infection, during close contact (e.g.
mother to pup).
What species are affected?
Heartworm occurs in ringed, harbour, harp, and hooded seals. It has not
been found in grey or bearded seals.
What does heartworm look like?
Worms are long and slender and many may be found in the heart at one
time. The heart must be opened to see the worms.
Worms may also be present in the lungs and the arteries leading to the lungs.
The worm can cause damage to the heart, arteries and lungs.
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Heartworm in a seal heart. (Photo credit: Dr. J. Geraci)
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TRICHINELLOSIS
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BOTULISM
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