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What's Eating You? The Sticktight Flea
Echidnophaga gallinacea

Roger Kapoor, MD, MBA; Dirk M. Elston, MD

aterally compressed bodies and large hind legs
characterize all fleas. Unlike the dog and cat
fleas, the sticktight flea (Echidnophaga gallinacea)
(Figures 1 and 2) lacks genal (mustache area) and
pronotal (back of head) ctenidia (combs) and is less
than half the size of the cat flea (Figure 3). Unlike the
Xenopsylla flea, the sticktight flea has no pleural rod
(a vertical rod visible within the mesopleuron jabove
the second pair of legs). Additional features include
a head that is flattened anteriorly and 2 pairs of setae
(hairs) found behind the antennae. True to its name,
the sticktight flea has the ability to tightly stick to
its host through broad/andiserrated laciniae (stiletto-
shaped cutting extensors of thé maxilla).
Echidnophaga gallinacea’infests' a wide variety,of
birds and mammals worldwide, and while it is mainly
a poultry flea, it is becoming more common on
dogs.!? It has a predilection to attach to bare spots
on the skin (eg, eyes, anus). It is the only species in
the genus found in North America, especially in the
southern and western United States, and has been
noted to be the most common flea on dogs in areas
of South Africa. It also is becoming more common
on dogs in the United States.*’ In New Mexico,
E gallinacea can be found on cottontail rabbits, while
in Angola it can be found on rodents.®” A report of a
sticktight flea found on the cheek of a 2-year-old boy
in Los Angeles, California, also was reported.!® Public
health significance relates to its ability to serve as a
vector for the plague and murine typhus as well as
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Figure 1. The sticktight flea (Echidnophaga gallinacea).

an intermediate host of the dog tapeworm. Because
this flea is increasingly recognized as a common flea
on wild animals and domestic pets, it represents an
important disease vector.

Flea bites can cause irritation to cats, dogs, rab-
bits, rodents, horses, and humans, resulting in pru-
ritic papules and vesicles on the exposed areas of the
upper and lower extremities. Severe bites also may
result in bullous lesions. In birds, swelling and ulcer-
ation may result. Young birds may die from intense
infestations, either from anemia or starvation; eyelid
swelling may inhibit the bird’s ability to hunt for
food. In humans, the affected areas commonly cor-
respond to exposed areas while handling infested
animals. Echidnophaga gallinacea fleas are wingless
and therefore can affect areas on the body that are
within jumping height of carpets and furniture. Once
on an incidental host, the flea tends to remain on
the host for a prolonged period of time and can be
somewhat difficult to remove as it embeds its head
into the host’s flesh.
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Figure 2. Distinguishing features of the sticktight flea
(Echidnophaga gallinacea).

Figure 3. Distinguishing features of the cat flea.

Histopathologic examination of a flea bite reveals
a wedge-shaped, perivascular, dermal infiltrate with
scattered eosinophils. Endothelial swelling is promi-
nent and vesicles and/or bullae may be present.

Treatment often is challenging, as the flea attaches
tightly with its laciniae and may embed its head
into the flesh of the host. Nevertheless, fleas can be
removed with firm grasping and pulling with tweezers.
When numerous fleas are present, malathion 5%
liquid or gel has been topically applied. Insecticides
utilized to treat outdoor animal pens are available
to prevent the risk for reinfestation.!! Dicholorvos
and propetamphos demonstrate superior activity on
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hard surfaces, while organophosphates are superior
for fabric and carpet. Pets should be treated by a
knowledgeable veterinarian. Agents that have been
used include fipronil, selamectin, imidacloprid, meta-
flumizone, nitenpyram, lufenuron, methoprene, and
pyriproxyfen. Lufenuron must be ingested by the
larvae of the fleas to be effective, while methoprene
and pyriproxyfen require only surface contact.!!
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