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ABSTRACT

We have recently found a high prevalence of anti-Leishmania antibodies among pet dogs in an
urban area of the municipality of Paulista, coast of Pernambuco State, where cases of visceral
leishmaniosis have sporadically been reported. In the present communication, preliminary notes on
the phlebotomine sandflies (Diptera: Psychodidae) of Paulista are given.
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Visceral leishmaniosis is by far the most severe form of leishmaniosis
and continues to be a serious public health problem worldwide. In the Americas,
this zoonosis was previously known as a typically rural disease. In recent years,
however, visceral leishmaniosis has become endemic in large urban areas,
particularly in Brazil (Dantas-Torres & Brandao-Filho, 2006a). In the attempt to
improve the current understanding of the epidemiology of visceral leishmaniosis in
urban areas of Brazil, we have recently carried out a cross-sectional survey on canine
leishmaniosis in the municipality of Paulista, State of Pernambuco, where human
cases of visceral leishmaniosis have sporadically been reported. The prevalence
of anti-Leishmania antibodies among pet dogs was 40.3% (Dantas-Torres et al.,
2006), which is the highest reported in Pernambuco (Dantas-Torres, 2006). This is
of particular concern, because dogs are the principal domestic reservoir hosts of the
aetiological agent of visceral leishmaniosis. From 1990 to 2001, a total of 30 cases
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of visceral leishmaniosis was reported in Paulista (Dantas-Torres & Brandao-Filho,
2006b). Although Lutzomyia longipalpis (Diptera: Psychodidae) is known to occur
in this area (Dantas-Torres et al., 2004), information about the phlebotomine sandfly
fauna of Paulista is scarce. This preliminary note describes the phlebotomine sandfly
collected in this municipality of Pernambuco.

Paulista (latitude 07°56°27S, longitude 34°52°23”W, altitude 13 m) is
located in the metropolitan region of Recife (Figure 1), the most highly urbanized
area of Pernambuco. The climate is tropical with the rainy period concentrated in
autumn and winter (February to June). Average annual air temperature is 25.8°C,
varying from 24 to 26°C. Relative air humidity ranges from 72.5 to 85% and the
annual pluviometric index is often over than 1,600mm. Total land area of Paulista
is about 94 sq km. Although the vegetation coverage is scanty, there are some small
areas of residual secondary forest and some fruit trees, mainly banana plants.
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Figure 1. Location of the study area.

Prior to the phlebotomine sandfly collections, five houses were selected
based on the following criteria: their proximity to residual secondary forests,
presence of domestic dogs and livestock in the backyards, and their proximity to
houses where cases of visceral leishmaniosis have recently been reported. CDC
light traps were placed at a height of one meter above the ground level, both inside
and outside the houses selected (close to animal shelters). The traps were operated
between 6:00 pm and 6:00 am. Manual collections were also carried out. In this
case, we spent 15-20 minutes inside and outside of each house, between 6:00 and
8:00 pm. The collections of phlebotomine sandflies took place every first week of
each month, during three consecutive days, from October 2005 to January 2006. All
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the specimens captured were kept in 70% alcohol until processing for identification,
according to traditional taxonomic keys for New World phlebotomine sandflies
(Young & Duncan, 1994).

All phlebotomine sandflies captured were identified as Lutzomyia
longipalpis, which is the principal vector of the causal agent of visceral leishmaniosis
in the New World (Lainson & Rangel, 2005). Lutzomyia longipalpis was found in
all the houses where the collections were carried out. Since this is a preliminary
study and the number of specimens per collection was very low (n = 86), no further
quantitative data were provided.

Most of the specimens collected were males (2 females/84 males). No
phlebotomine sandfly was collected inside the houses, indicating some degree of
exophily, exophagy or both. In the manual collections, most of the specimens were
collected on horses and in the walls of chicken houses, which are frequently found
in the backyards of houses in the area studied. According to our field observations,
horses were the blood source most preferable by Lutzomyia longipalpis. Likewise,
hens appeared to be highly attractive to the phlebotomine sandflies. In previous
studies on visceral leishmaniosis in urban areas of Brazil, the proximity of hen
houses has been seen as a possible environmental risk factor for the disease in
humans (Arias et al., 1996). Chickens are undoubtedly attractive for females of
Lutzomyia longipalpis. On the other hand, chickens are unable to sustain infections
with Leishmania parasites. For this reason, the relationship between chicken raising
and visceral leishmaniosis is still not well understood (Alexander et al., 2002).

In the houses where the captures were made, the soil was rich in organic
matter, such as the feces of livestock and garbage. Furthermore, the soil is poorly
drained and retains some humidity throughout the year. These conditions are
important for the establishment of phlebotomine sandfly populations (Killick-
Kendrick, 1999; Feliciangeli, 2004). The soil of animal shelters is a well known
ecotope for immature stages of certain species of phlebotomine sandflies, such as
Lutzomyia longipalpis (Feliciangeli, 2004). There is a small secondary forest next to
the five selected houses. Some of these houses were built almost within the forest.
There appears to be some relationship between sites with Lutzomyia longipalpis and
forest closeness (Lainson & Rangel, 2005).

Despite its urban features, Paulista still retains some rural characteristics,
such as the presence of livestock in the backyards, and small areas of residual
secondary forest, favoring the establishment of phlebotomine sandfly populations
throughout the year. In view of the high seroprevalence of canine leishmaniosis
(Dantas-Torres et al., 2006) and the poor living conditions of certain communities
(e.g., Tururu) of Paulista, the present results indicate that there is a risk of future
outbreaks of visceral leishmaniosis in the municipality of Pernambuco.

Further studies focusing on the seasonality of the phlebotomine sandfly
fauna of Paulista and its natural infection rate should be undertaken. It is important
to verify the prevalence of Leishmania infection in pet and stray dogs and also to
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identify the species of Leishmania circulating within this canine population. Finally,
a monitoring system ought to be implemented to diagnose human cases of visceral
leishmaniosis in order to provide them all with early treatment.
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RESUMO

Flebotomineos de um foco urbano de leishmaniose visceral no Estado de
Pernambuco.

Em estudo recente, detectamos uma elevada prevaléncia de anticorpos anti-
Leishmania entre caes domiciliados numa area urbana do municipio de Paulista,
litoral do Estado de Pernambuco, onde casos humanos de leishmaniose visceral t€m
sido esporadicamente registrados. Na presente comunicagao, sao fornecidas notas
preliminares sobre os flebotomineos (Diptera: Psychodidae) de Paulista.

DESCRITORES:  Lutzomyia longipalpis. Leishmaniose visceral. Area urbana. Brasil.
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