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THE BUFFLEHEAD (Bucephala albeola): A NEW HOST RECORD

FOR Plasmodium

During banding operations on Chesa-
peake Bay (Cove Point, Maryland) in
January 1970, an adult male hufflehead
(Bucep/zala albeola) was found dead near

the trapping area. Necropsy revealed that

the bird was in poor flesh but had vege-

table matter and pieces of crab in its

proventriculus and gizzard. Two Number

6 lead shot were found embedded in the

muscle of the neck and 10 acanthccephala

were in the large intestine. Blood films
and tissue impressions were positive for
Plasmnodiumn. The spleen and liver ap-

peared normal even though parasitemia

was over 1 percent.

The blood film made from the huffie-

head had schizonts, gametocytes, and vari-

ous immature stages. Although all stages

of the erythrocytic cycle were numerous,

it was not possible to make a positive

diagnosis. Figure 1 shows the most com-
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FIGURE 1. Ervthrocvtic stages seen imi

perip/ieral blood filmn of buffle/iead: A.
trophozoite; B. mnature sc/iizont; C. mnac-

roganietocyte; D. mnicrogamnetocyte.

mon forms observed in the original blood

film. Mature schizonts (10-12 �m) were
most frequently located polar and to one

side of the host cell nucleus, only slightly

displacing it. The mean merozoite count
was 20 (16-26) per mature schizont.

Mature gametocytes (7-9 �) also were

located polar and lateral to the nucleus

hut more frequently distorted the host

cell.

By the time the Plasmnodiumn was dis-

covered the bird had been dead at least

36 hours. At this time pieces of spleen,

liver, and lung were minced in 0.9 per-

cent NaCI and the suspended cells in-

oculated intravenously into a 5-day-old

Pekin duckling. Serial transfers of whole

blood through ducklings every 4 days for

2 weeks failed to produce an infection of

sufficient intensity for an accurate iden-

tification of the parasite.

No record of Plas,nodiumn in the buffie-

head could be found in the literature,

and the only records of malaria in diving

ducks which could be found were by

Savage and McTavish (1951. Parasitology

37: 533-4) and Kocan (1968. Bull. Wild-
life Disease Assoc. 4: 86-87).

It is worth noting that the level of
parasitemia was rather high for the time
of year the duck was collected. Normally
malaria infections are latent by fall or
winter and relapses do not occur until
spring. The high parasitemia in this duck
may have followed a depressed immunity
resulting from other factors such as the
lead shot and acanthocephala described
above. Death of the bird was probably
the result of a combination of these fac-
tors.
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