
Introduction

Wild pigeons are present in every part of the world,
except for the polar regions (1). Three species of wild
pigeons, Columba livia, C. oenas and C. palumbus, are
reported to inhabit various geographic regions of Turkey
(2-4).

Pigeons are in close contact with domestic fowl. It is
well documented that blood parasites of fowl, whether
domestic or not, are not host specific. Therefore, pigeons
can be reservoirs for a number of parasitic infections and
may transmit blood parasites to domestic fowl (5,6).

The frequencies of Plasmodium, Haemoproteus and
Leucocytozoon parasites are considerably high in
domestic and wild birds. These parasites can cause
considerably high mortality in wild poultry species (6-10).
The effect of Haemoproteus spp. on migrating wild birds
has been studied and the results show that birds infected
with Haemoproteus spp. cannot accumulate enough fat
needed for energy, and that the level of RNA, protein and
glucogen in the brain, heart and liver are decreased in
infected birds and glucose consumption by infected
erythrocytes is 100 times higher than by non-infected

erythrocytes. Therefore, the mortality rate is reported to
increase as much as 40% in infected birds (6,7,11,12).

Studies, to date, have determined that the most
common blood parasite found in pigeons is
Haemoproteus columbae and the infection rate may be as
high as 75% ranging from 6 to 86% (5,7,8,10,13,14).
In addition, H. sacharovi, Leucocytozoon marchouxi,
Trypanosoma avium, T. columbae and T. hannae are
occasionally  isolated from  pigeons (6,9,10,14,15).

Haemoproteus columbae and H. sachorovi,
distributed world wide, are also present in chickens and
doves; Leucocytozoon marchouxi is also seen in doves and
chickens and Trypanosoma avium is common in various
birds including geese (6,15,16).

There is a very limited number of studies on blood
parasites of pigeons in Turkey. Mimio¤lu et al. (15)
reported that H. columbae is present in high proportions
in pigeons in Ankara. Tolgay (6) examined 98 blood
samples collected from pigeons from a local zoo and
found that 74% (73/98) of the pigeons were infected
with blood parasites.
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Abstract : A total of 200 wild pigeons, 82 young and 118 adults, captured from 12 localities in Ankara District, were examined for
blood parasites. Haemoproteus columbae was found in 57% (114/200) of the pigeons examined, and no other blood parasites were
detected. 
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Ankara Bölgesinde Yaban Güvercinlerde Kan Parazitleri

Özet : Ankara ve çevresinde 12 merkezden 82 genç, 118 eriflkin olmak üzere toplam 200 yaban güvercini kan parazitleri yönünden
incelenmifltir. Bunlar›n 114 ü (%57) Haemoproteus columbae ile enfekte bulunmufl olup, baflka herhangi  bir kan parazitine
rastlanmam›flt›r.
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The aim of  this study was to determine the frequency
of blood parasites in wild pigeons in Ankara District. 

Materials and Methods

This study was carried out between September,
1996, and September, 1997, involving 200 pigeons, 82
young and 118 adults, from Ankara and vicinity.

The pigeons were caught from 12 localities and
brought to the Helminthology Laboratory of the
Veterinary Faculty, Ankara University. The places and the
dates  of capture were recorded and blood smears were
prepared from each pigeon after sacrifice. 

The ages and sexes of the pigeons were determined
by necropsy. It is generally accepted that the complete
development of the left ovary in females and testicles in
males is achieved at the end of the fourth month of life
(3,4,17,18). Therefore, the pigeons under 4 months
were considered young and above 4 months were
considered adult, (Table 1).

Blood smears were air dried and fixed by methyl
alcohol and stained with 5% giemsa stain and examined
by immersion. Gametocytes of Haemoproteus columbae
were photographed. 

Results

Of the 200 birds, 114 were found to be infected with
Haemoproteus columbae and many were infested with
Pseudolynchia canariensis, which are vectors for H.
columbae. On stained blood smears only gametocytes of H.
columbae were seen within red blood cells (Figures 1, 2).
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Table 1. The locality, number, age and sex of
pigeons examined.

Locality Number of Age Sex
pigeons

Young Adult Female Male

Alt›nda¤ 58 25 33 19 39
Ba¤lum 9 5 4 2 7
Bakanl›klar 6 2 4 4 2
Çaml›dere 11 5 6 1 10
Çankaya 3 2 1 2 1
Çubuk 10 2 8 7 3
Gölbafl› 13 4 9 8 5
Keçiören 25 12 13 13 12
Mamak 6 1 5 5 1
Polatl› 32 13 19 18 14
Sincan 13 4 9 4 9
Yenimahalle 14 7 7 5 9

Total 200 82 118 88 112

Figure 2. Two Haemoproteus columbae gametocytes in one
erythrocyte. Bar=5 µm

Figure 1. Gametocytes of Haemoproteus columbae in erythrocytes.
Bar=5 µm



Infected erythrocytes were counted in a microscopic
area on all positive blood smears. Of the 114 positive
blood smears, on 33.3% (38/114) 1-2 erythrocytes, on
46.4% (53/114) 3-5 erythrocytes and on 20.1%
(23/114) more than 5 erythrocytes were observed to be
infected with gametocytes of H. columbae. Generally one
and rarely two gametocytes were seen in infected red
blood cells.

When the infection rate was reassessed  according to
age (young-adult) and sex, it varied from 47.5% (39/82)
in young pigeons to 63.5% (75/118) in adults (Table 2).
It was 62.5% (55/88) in females and 52.6% (59/112) in
males (Table 3). 

In addition, infection rates were also calculated
according to the localities where the pigeons were
obtained. The highest infection rate were observed in
pigeons from Alt›nda¤ (82.7%, 48/58) and Çubuk (80%,
8/10), but no infection was encountered in Çankaya and
Yenimahalle (Table 4).

Discussion

In world wide studies including Turkey,
Haemoproteus columbae was the most common blood
parasite in pigeons. H. sacharovi, Leucocytozoon
marchouxi, Trypanosoma avium and T. hannae were less
commonly observed (5-7,10,14,15,19).

Infection rates with blood parasites varied between 6
and 8%, and were more common in adult than young
birds. The highest infection rates were observed in
autumn and winter months (10,19,20).

In infected erythrocytes, generally one and rarely two
gametocytes were seen and the infections were mild. No
important clinical signs were reported in infected animals
(6,10,21).

In this study, of the 200 wild pigeons which were
obtained from Ankara and vicinity, 114 (57%) were
positive for H. columbae. While the infection rate was
47.5% in young pigeons, it was 63.5% in adult pigeons.
Generally one and rarely two gametocytes were seen in
infected red blood cells. The infected erythrocyte count
within a microscopic area was determined to be 1-2 in 38
(33.3%), 3-5 in 53 (46%) and more than five in 23
(20.2%) of the 114 infected slides.

The pigeons examined in this study were found to be
free of other parasites and no clinical disorders were
determined before sacrificing. 
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Table 3. Infection rates according to sex.

Examined pigeons Infected pigeons

Sex Number Number %

Female 88 55 62.5
Male 112 59 52.6

Total 200 114 57

Table 4. Infection rates according to locality.

Localities Examined pigeons Infected pigeons

Number Number %
Alt›nda¤ 58 48 82.7
Ba¤lum 9 5 55.5
Bakanl›klar 6 4 66.6
Çaml›dere 11 2 18.1
Çankaya 3 - -
Çubuk 10 8 80
Gölbafl› 13 9 69.2
Keçiören 25 5 20
Mamak 6 2 33.3
Polatl› 32 24 75
Sincan 13 7 53.8
Yenimahalle 14 - -
Total 200 114 57

Table 2. Infection rates according to age.

Examined pigeons Infected pigeons

Ages Number Number % 

Adult 118 75 63.5

Young 82 39 47.5

Total 200 114 57
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