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Not all blood suckers are vampires 

Researchers have identified a new species of hookworm in Australian fur seals (Arctocephalus 

pusillus doriferus) and this may have implications for the conservation of threatened species.  

In various fur seal and sea lion colonies across the globe hookworm infestation has been a primary 

cause of death for pups, although adults have been largely unaffected.   

Hookworms are blood sucking intestinal parasites and infestation can result in anemia and death. 

They infect a wide variety of vertebrates, including humans and pinnipeds (seals and sea lions). 

The research, published in the latest edition of Systematic Parasitology, sheds light on the variations 

in the hookworm genus Uncinaria.  As with most taxonomic research, there has been a division 

between the splitters and the lumpers  over how many distinct species were being seen among the 

pinnipeds. 

“Historically, two species of Uncinaria have been described,” said lead author Dr Paul Ramos, an 

exotic wildlife veterinarian at the Lort Smith Animal Hospital in Melbourne. “Morphologically the 

species were similar and there was speculation that variations were simply due to environmental 

influences. However molecular technology has allowed us to see that although the species are 

genetically similar they are distinct.”  

Dr Ramos, who conducted the research during his tenure with Zoos Victoria, said a better 

understanding of the hookworm was critical to the management of our marine fauna. 

“Hookworms tend to be host specific, so we need to know whether we are dealing with different 

species. We haven’t had the level of fatalities in Australian fur seals that some seal species 

experience, but the history of hookworm infestation in seal colonies demonstrates the significance 

and complexity of the host, pathogen and environment interactions,” he said. 

*** 

The Lort Smith Animal Hospital provides high quality veterinary care at a reduced cost for 

the pets of people in need as well as shelter services for injured, surrendered and 

abandoned pets that have no-one to care for them.  

 

The Lort was established in 1936 by Louisa Lort Smith, a passionate animal welfare 

campaigner and one of the founders of the Animal Welfare League of Victoria. 
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For photo or interview opportunities please contact Debra Mayrhofer, Media Relations, Lort 

Smith Animal Hospital on 0488 999 728; dmayrhofer@lortsmith.com or (03) 9321 7286. 
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