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Roundworms (Nematoda) are one of the most 
diverse groups of invertebrates. Lagochilasca-
ris minor, a parasitic nematode often found in 

wild cats such as jaguars and pumas, as well as in do-
mestic cats and dogs, has only rarely been known to 
infect humans. However, a recent case in the Yucatan 
Peninsula has brought about a very unique collabora-
tion between medical practitioners and scientists.

Lagochilascaris minor has been reported in the 
Americas, commonly in South America where the eggs 
have been found in public parks1. However, identifying 
L. minor with conventional methods can be misleading 
as they resemble other ascaridoid eggs.

When a 23-year old man from a village in the for-
ests of southern Quintana Roo state (Yucatan Pen-
insula) came into the local hospital in July 2016, 
physicians were surprised to find that a parasite had 
destroyed the mastoid apophysis, the lateral sinus, 
and part of the cerebellum. After a radical mastoidec-
tomy and medical treatment for 63 days, the patient 
made a full recovery. 

After removal, the parasite was identified as L. mi-
nor using DNA barcodes and morphology. While the 
method of infection is uncertain, it is thought to be 
through direct exposure to the eggs or through the 
consumption of uncooked meat from wild animals.

The first multidisciplinary study using DNA barcodes as a medical diagnostic tool 
forms a unique collaborative group comprised of medical practitioners and scientists.
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DIAGNOSING A RARE HUMAN DISEASE 
IN MEXICO’S LOWLANDS
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While it has been a challenge to successfully 
identify Nematoda using genetic markers in the past, 
high-quality DNA barcode sequences were obtained 
using semi-degenerate primers designed for micro-
crustaceans2. A comparison with 81 ascaridoids 
obtained from the Barcode of Life Data System 
(BOLD) revealed its position in a unique clade, most 
closely related to Baylisascaris procyonis.

This is the first multidisciplinary study involving 
DNA barcodes as a diagnostic medical tool in a hu-
man patient. This field of research can be promising 
because we can get a precise identification of the par-
asites in any stage of their life cycle. Diagnosis us-
ing DNA barcoding will allow the recognition of the 
infection parameters, transmission, and more precise 
epidemiology of parasites. With this information, we 
can not only diagnose the disease but also prevent it by 
finding the infectious stages, the intermediate hosts, or 
the vectors in the environment.

All sequences of Lagochilascaris are in the public proj-
ect ‘NECHE Lagochilascaris from Yucatan’ in BOLD. 
This study is published in the Journal of Parasitology.
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Coronal computerized tomography scan of the human patient. 
Arrow indicates destruction of the left mastoid bone.
PHOTO CREDIT: Hospital General de Chetumal, Mexico
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