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ABSTRACT

CARDOSO, R., JERDY, H., BALDASSIN, P., CARVALHO, E.C.Q. & WERNECK, M.R. 2021. Kidney lesions related to trematode 
infestation in a Cabot’s Tern Thalasseus acuflavidus found in Brazil. Marine Ornithology 49: 179–181.

We describe the occurrence of the trematode Renicola sp. associated with kidney lesions in a Cabot’s Tern Thalasseus acuflavidus from 
Brazil. During necropsy, we observed renal paleness, subpleural hemorrhage at the edges of the organ, and severe dilation of both ureters. 
Histological analysis revealed distension of the branches of the ureters, with partial obstruction due to the presence of the parasites and 
compression of adjacent tubules. The infection did not likely cause the tern's death.
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Cabot’s Tern Thalasseus acuflavidus has a broad geographic 
distribution, occurring from the Atlantic coast of the United States 
to the coast of Argentina (Fracasso et al. 2011). Its taxonomic 
status has been the subject of debate, with the latest proposal 
classifying it as a Thalasseus subspecies based on genetic 
analysis. Due to recent taxonomic revision (Efe et al. 2009), the 
conservation status of Cabot’s Tern has not yet been evaluated, 
but it may be one of the most vulnerable coastal species in Brazil 
(Efe & Bonato 2011).

Very little is known about parasites in Cabot’s Tern from Brazil, 
with only two published records of parasitic infection (i.e., 
Galactosomum cochlear and G. cochleariforme; see Fernandes 
et al. 2015) in this species. To broaden existing knowledge, this 
note describes the occurrence of Renicola sp. (Trematoda) and 
associated tissue lesions in an adult Cabot’s Tern found on the 
coast of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

In March 2017, a Cabot’s Tern was found on Sepetiba Beach 
(22°58ʹ36.984ʺS, 043°42ʹ21.744ʺW), Rio de Janeiro. The bird 
was a thin adult male weighing 0.200 kg, with underdeveloped 
pectoral musculature, bilateral pododermatitis, and diarrhea. 
Though initially alert, despite attempts to feed and hydrate the 
bird, by the third day it was found dead with no clinical signs of 
illness beyond those initially described.

Tissue samples were collected, fixed in 10% buffered formalin for 
at least 48 h, processed according to routine histological techniques, 
embedded in paraffin, sectioned (5 µm), and stained with hematoxylin 
and eosin (HE) for subsequent microscopic analysis. The kidneys, 
heart, liver, and digestive tract were submitted for parasitological 
analysis by opening each organ and directly analyzing their tissues 
in a Petri dish under a stereomicroscope. 

Renal paleness was verified upon sectioning the kidneys, and 
parasites were found firmly adhered to the renal medulla, with 
discrete subpleural hemorrhage on the edges of the organ and severe 
dilation of both ureters. 

The parasites were collected using needles and brushes, transferred 
to a Petri dish, washed in saline solution, and fixed in 70% alcohol. 
The helminths were deposited in the Helminthological Collection 
of the Instituto Oswaldo Cruz (CHIOC number 38966), state of 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Tissues and samples were analyzed under 
a microscope (Nikon Eclipse 80i, Kurobane Nikon Co., Ltd., 
Otawara, Tochigi, Japan) using the NIS-Elements-BR software. The 
results of the morphometric analysis were expressed in micrometers 
[mean (range)].

Histological analysis revealed accentuated multifocal distension 
of the branches of the ureter, which were, in places, partially 
obstructed by one or two parasites and a large quantity of eggs with 
a brownish wall. Moreover, the renal tubules adjacent to the infected 
tubules were compressed (Fig. 1).

Parasitological analysis revealed the presence of 13 trematodes. 
The following aspects were recorded: location in the host; shape 
(rounded anteriorly and tapered posteriorly); sub-terminal oral 
sucker; small acetabulum in some specimens; follicles located 
on the side of the body that extended to near the level of the 
oral sucker; evident uterine loops that covered a large part of 
the body; vitellaria not observed due to the uterine loops. The 
features observed allowed us to identify the parasites found 
in the kidneys as trematodes of the genus Renicola (Digenea: 
Renicolidae). Unfortunately, despite the number of parasites 
found, due to their fragile nature, most were damaged or even 
broken during removal from the tissue, rendering it impossible 
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the occurrence of members of the genus Renicola in the renal 
tubules of Kelp Gull Larus dominicanus and Brown Booby 
Sula leucogaster, while Teixeira de Freitas (1955) described R. 
mirandaribeiroi in the kidneys of Brown Booby. Nearly 60 years 
later, Pinto & Melo (2012) described the occurrence of cercaria 
of the genus Renicola in Melanoides tuberculata (Mollusca: 
Thiaridae). Subsequently, Jerdy et al. (2016) described Renicola 
sp. associated with renal lesions in Magellanic penguins found 
on the coast of Brazil. More recently, Matos et al. (2019) 
described the occurrence of R. sloanei in Manx Shearwater 
Puffinus puffinus.

Unfortunately, few animals are routinely screened for the 
presence of renal trematodes on the Brazilian coast, which 
makes it difficult to gain a more comprehensive view of 
trematode parasitosis, including its interactions with and true 
impacts on marine bird populations. At present, there is little 
data on trematodes in Cabot’s Tern in Brazil, with reports limited 
to infestation of this marine bird species with Galactosomum 
cochlear, G. cochleariforme, and now, trematodes of the genus 
Renicola (current report). 
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Fig . 1 . Histological sections of the kidney showing branches of ureter 
with accentuated dilation due to infection with Renicola sp. (open 
arrows), replete with eggs. Peripheral to infected ureters, the renal 
parenchyma is compressed (closed arrows).

to observe intact individuals. Therefore, we were constrained to 
identify only to the genus level. Based on morphometric data 
taken from six specimens, the average dimensions of the parasites 
were as follows: length 1 301 µm (1 062–1 495 µm), width 569 µm 
(323–709 µm), oral sucker 270 µm, and acetabulum 245 µm 
(230–260 µm). 

All specimens were compatible with the description of the 
genus proposed by Gibson (2008), specifically the body shape, 
the presence and location of suckers, and the location of uterine 
loops in the body. However, the presence of two testicles in 
tandem, as described by Gibson (2008), was inconclusive due 
to the numerous uterine loops, which obstructed a large part of 
the internal structures of the parasites. 

Lesions caused by Renicola sp. are generally limited to the 
dilation of ducts in which the parasites are found, tubular 
compression around the infected collector ducts, and mild 
inflammatory infiltrate composed of eosinophils, plasmocytes, 
and lymphocytes (Wright 1954, Jerdy et al. 2016). Jacobson 
et al. (1980) described the presence of the genus Renicola 
in a specimen of Royal Tern T. maximus found in Florida, 
USA, but no significant lesions were found in the host beyond 
compression and occlusion of the adjacent renal parenchyma. 
Thus, there was no mention of the possible clinical effects 
on the bird in question. In Magellanic penguins Spheniscus 
magellanicus, additional findings included fibrosis, corneal 
metaplasia, and dysplasia (Jerdy et al. 2016). In the present 
study, the lesions were mild and were limited to tubular 
compression caused by ectasia associated with the presence of 
the parasites; therefore, it is unlikely that they were the cause of 
death of the bird analyzed.

Very little is known about the presence and effects of the genus 
Renicola in Brazil, with few hosts identified. Wright (1954) 
described R. cruzi in the renal tubules of Royal Tern and South 
American Tern Sterna hirundinacea. The author also described 
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