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DERMATOPHILUS INFECTION IN COLUMBIAN GROUND SQUIRRELS
(Citellus columbiznus columbianus)

Dermatophilus infection causes dermatitis in various herbivorous
animals including cattle, sheep, goats, horses, elands (Taurotragus sp.)
(Ainsworth and Austwick, 1959, Fungal diseases of animals, Common-
wealth Agricultural Bureaux, Farnham Royal, England), and white-tailed
deer (Odocoileus virginianus) (Dean et al, 1961, N.Y. State J. Med.
61:1283). Infection has been produced experimentally in laboratory ani-
mals including the rabbit, guinea pig, and mouse. Natural infection in wild
rodents does not appear to have been dsscribed previously.

Case Report

In July, 1966, a group of 24 Columbian ground squirrels was cap-
tured in the Kelowna region of British Columbia and forwarded to the
Department of Zoology, University of Guelph. The animals were main-
tained in separate cages at a temperature of 40 F as part of a hibernation
study.

In July, 1967, one of the squirrels was presented at the Ontario
Veterinary College because of skin lesions which had been noted approxi-
mately two weeks earlier. The animal was euthanized and examined. Thick
crusts of material which appeared to be keratinized skin were found on
the nose and cheeks (Fig. 1). The scabs were tightly adherent and the
underlying tissue was moist and hyperemic. There was erythema and
alopecia of the hind legs and perineal region; the tail was a naked stump
approximately 2 cm long (Fig. 2). Smears made from the serous exudate
beneath the scabs were stained with Giemsa. Numerous long filaments
which appeared to be dividing transversely and longitudinally to form
coccoid bodics were obscrved (Fig. 3). This type of growth is considered
to be diagnostic for Dermatophilus (Roberts, 1967, Vet. Bull. 37 (8):
513). In stained tissue scctions the organisms appeared to be restricted to
the cpidermis, in which there were arcas of hyperkeratosis and micro-

FIGURE 1. Thick crusted material on
nose of squirrel. ing serous exudate present after removal
of scabs.
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r FIGURE 3. Dermatophilus organisms in
skin smear, Giemsa stain.
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abscessation, similar to that described by Searcy and Hulland (1968, Can.
Vet. J. 9 (1): 16) in bovine Dermatophilus infection. Dermatophilus was
not isolated from this case.

Subsequently the remainder of the ground squirrels were examined
for skin lesions. One animal had gross lesions similar to those of the first
case. Typical Dermatophilus organisms were observed on Giemsa-stained
smears. Portions of the scabs from the nose and tail were removed, soaked
in sterile distilled water, ground in a tissue grinder and diluted by serial
tenfold dilution to 1x10-". A 0.1 ml amount of each dilution was cultured
on agar plates containing 10% bovine blood. After 24 hours’ incubation
at 37 C small elevated matt colonies producing beta hemolysis were
formed. A culture of the organism was forwarded to the Division of
Laboratories and Research, New York State Department of Health,
Albany, New York, where it was identified as a strongly proteolytic strain
of Dermatophilus congolensis (Gordon, 1964, J. Bact. 88 (2): 509).
Inoculation of scarified skin of rabbits resulted in infection and host tissue
reaction similar to that induced by strains of D. congolensis isolated from
naturally-infected cattle and deer.

Discussion

It is interesting to speculate on the source of infection in this case.
Lesions were not noted until the squirrels had been in captivity for one
year during which domestic rabbits and ground hogs (Marmota monax)
were sometimes kept in the same room. No lesions were seen in the other
species. Roberts (1967, Vet. Bull. 37 (8): 513) states that in domestic
animals chronically infected individuals are the likely reservoir of the
microorganism, and the main source of infection in outbreaks. If this was
the case in this instance, infection in wild ground squirrels may provide
a new approach to the epizootiology of Dermatophilus infection.
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