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Ophidascaris filaria (DUJARDIN 1845) FROM THE

AFRICAN ROCK PYTHON, Python sebae,

IN THE SUDAN, WITH A

NOTE ON ASSOCIATED GASTRIC LESIONS

S. ELBIHARI and M. F. HUSSEIN, Faculty of Veterinary Science,

P.O. Box 32, Khartoum North, Sudan

Ahst,’act: A new record of Ophzidascari.s filaria from Pvthomz sehae constitutes the

first report of the nematode from the Sudan and the fifth from the African rock

python. The worms were found to have spicules much shorter than those reported
in the accepted description of the species. A lesion associated with the worms com-

prised granulomatous and pre-neoplastic changes.

INTRODUCTION

There are only four reports of Opizida-

scans filaria in the African rock python.

New records from different localities

might therefore shed light on the distri-

bution of this nematode and also help to

clarify the confusion in the systematics

of the genus. Because they are not men-

tioned in the literature, a study of the

lesions associated with the parasite was

considered worthwhile.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

An African rock python was found
recently dead from a head wound 80 km

south of Idd ElGhanam, Darfur. After

it was skinned, the stomach was opened

and 18 round worms were seen free in

the lumen, crowded in the posterior half

of the organ. These were still alive when
removed arid placed in glycerine-alcohol.

Further inspection of the stomach reveal-

ed a firm swelling, about 5 cm in dia-

meter, protruding in the lumen. Six

worms had their anterior ends inserted
into the middle of this swelling; they were

firmly attached and could be removed

only with difficulty. A thin sheath, pos-

sibly of host origin, surrounded the in-

serted parts. The whole lesion was re-

moved, cut into smaller portions and

placed in 10 percent buffered formalin.

Several paraffin sections were made and

stained with haematoxylin and eosin,

Gomori’s reticulin stain and periodic-acid-

Schiff reagent (PAS).

FINDINGS

When removed the worms were dull

yellow and showed no trace of ingested

blood. Table I gives the measurements

made on some of the specimens. Although

the body length, measurements of various

organs and ova were found to fall within
the ranges described for 0. filania by

Baylis,’ and Sprent,’ a remarkable excep-

tion was the lengths of the spicules, which
in this study were strikingly short (1.47-

1.58 mm).

Grossly, the lesion presented a smooth.

rounded, non - pedunculated appearance

(Fig. I). When sectioned, numerous,

intercommunicating cysts of varying sizes
were seen in the submucosa. These con-

tained intact parasites, or remnants there-

of, calcified material and necrotic debris

(Fig. 2). A few cysts had a central core

of degenerated eosinophils. Each cyst

was walled by three or four rows of cells

with pale, vesiculated nuclei and faint
cytoplasm, and surrounded by concentric

layers of fibrous connective tissue and

large numbers of eosinophils. The sub-

mucosa also showed scattered granulomas
(Fig. 3) and a heavy submucosal inflam-

matory reaction which merged focally

into areas of poorly differentiated cells.
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TABLE 1. Measurements of 0. filaria from ihe Sudan (ranges in mm).

Males (5) * : Females (8)

Body length 89- 101 130- 146

Oesophagus 3.7 - 4.8 3.9 - 4.9

Spicules

Length

Width” *

1.47- 1.58

0.08 - 0.94

-

-

Position of vulva
(% body length

anterior end)

from

- 14:9 - 7:5

Eggs - 0.060-0.075

* Number of worms from which range was obtained.

** Measurement at greatest width.

FIGURE 1. Portion of gastric lesion showing

att,’ched worms.
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FIGURE 2. Section of stomach showing sub-

mucosal cyst containing parasite. Haematoxylin

and Eosin. X 240.

FIGURE 3. Section of stomach showing sub-

mucosal granulomas. PAS. X 240.

suggestive of pre-neoplastic change. In
these areas, the cells were polyhedral or
spindle-shaped, and some were binucleat-

ed. Many of them had prominent nucleoli
and nuclear mez.ibranes, hyperch romatosis
and occasional mitotic figures. The stro-
ma of these areas showed mucoid degen-
eration and a few haemorrhagic streaks.

DISCUSSION

An important morphological finding in
the present specimens of 0. filaria, com-
pared to those studied by other authors,

is the short length of the spicules. Baylis’
reported a spicule length of 4.0 - 4.8 mm
in worms up to 110.0 mm long, while
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in seven worms measuring 78.0 - 134 mm
in length Sprent’ found that the spicules
varied from 3.7 to 5.5 mm. The shortest
spicules seen in 0. filaria were reported
by Robinson’ from Malayan Python reti-

culatns; their lengths were from 1.75 to
2.2 mm. Because of uncertainties of the

taxonomy of nematodes belonging to this
genus, Sprent’ proposed to synonymize
0. rubictmnda, 0. imzfnndibnhicola, 0. hay-

hisi and 0. amnncronata with 0. filania.

However, the same author” presented
fresh evidence on the basis of which he
suggested splitting the Australian and
Asian groups into four species; African

specimens were, however, not included
in this revision.

Although it is possible that further in-

formation on the morphology of African

0. fhiania obtained from future collections
could justify separation of this group
within the genus into strains, variants or
sub-species, the reduced spicular mea-
surements in the worms described in this
report would not, as yet, justify creating
a new subspecific category.

The definitive association of granulo-
matous and neoplastic lesions with nema-

todes has been reported as early as 1913

Acknowledgement

when Fibiger (cited by Poynter’) describ-

ed carcinomas in the stomachs of rats
infected with Gomzgylonemna ,zeoplastictimn.

Although in that particular example, a

causal relationship was not demonstrated,

another nematode, Spirocerca !npi was

shown to produce neoplastic lesions in

the oesophagus of the dog; Poynter’ re-
viewed the literature supporting this
causal relationship.

To our knowledge, 0. filania has not

been reported to cause any lesions in
pythons and other occasional snake hosts.

This is partly attributable to the paucity

of material available for study, but could

also be an indication of a lack of severe

host reaction. However, Cooper and

Nares2 believe that Opbzidascanis spp.,

when present in large numbers, may re-

duce resistance to infection in reptiles,

and Telford7 states that these parasites
may sometimes cause gastric occlusion

and digestive disturbances. The granulo-

matous and pre-neoplastic lesions report-

ed here may have only fortuitous rela-

tionship to the nematode. If so, the
worms may have had an exacerbating

effect that contributed to the development

of the lesions to the stage described here.

We are grateful to Dr. I. D. Gibson of the British Museum (Natural History) for identifying
the parasite.
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