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Larva of the tick Ixodes ricinus found attached in the oral cavity
of a green lizard (Lacerta viridis)

DANIEL KOLESKA", VERONIKA SVOBODOVA & TOMAS HUSAK

Department of Zoology and Fisheries, Faculty of Agrobiology, Food and Natural Resources, Czech
University of Life Sciences Prague, Czech Republic
*Corresponding author Email: koleska@af.czu.cz

The Green lizard (Lacerta viridis) is a member of the
family Lacertidae and is widely distributed throughout the
central and south-eastern part of Europe from southern
Greece up to central Germany and Poland (Sillero et al.,
2014). This species inhabits mostly lowland south-facing
slopes and prefers xerothermic areas with rather sparse
vegetation. The Castor bean tick (Ixodes ricinus) is a
common parasite of reptiles or other smaller vertebrates
distributed from northern Africa to Scandinavia and from
Ireland to central Russia (Gern & Humair, 2002). This note
reports an I. ricinus larva found attached to the mucous
membrane inside the oral cavity of L. viridis. Such a case
has not been previously reported.

On 13 June 2015 around 12:00hlocal time,one of us (DK)
found an adult male of L. viridis near the Sobes vineyards,
Znojmo, southern Czech Republic. The individual was
found basking on the border of a sparse pinewood and
a low rocky slope near a busy cycle path (48.81669°N,
15.97550°E; 300 m a. s. 1.) in the Dyje river valley. After
capturing the individual, it was closely inspected. During
manipulation of the lizard it demonstrated some defensive
behaviour including defecation, attempts to bite and
opening the mouth as a threat. With the individual’s mouth
open we noticed a significant dark spot inside its oral cavity
(Fig. 1A). This spot proved to be an /. ricinus larva firmly
attached to the lizard’s mucous membrane (Fig. 1B). After
removing the /. ricinus larva it proved to be alive and
moving. Together with this larva we observed several more

on the lizard’s body, mainly around its forelimbs. As far as
our knowledge goes, observation of I. ricinus parasitizing
inside an oral cavity of a lizard has not been previously
reported.

The distribution of ticks on their host’s body seems
to be mainly determined by finding a suitable spot with
minimal disturbance (Nelson et al., 1975). The ticks
seem to choose spots with thin skin providing more firm
attachment (Bauwens et al., 1983). Ticks are usually found
on a lizard’s body around forelimbs, arm-pits and sides of
their heads. These spots also offer ectoparasites to be partly
protected from being scratched off by their host or being
brushed against vegetation. The mucous membrane of oral
cavity seems a very unusual spot for ticks to attach to. We
assume this was a rather rare case with very poor chances
of the tick’s successful survival.

However, all stages of ticks are able to survive in extreme
environmental conditions. The oral cavity is a wet and
low oxygenated place. Although ability of anaerobic
respiration of ticks has not been reliably proven yet, there
are reports of resistance to hypoxia and anoxia (Fielden et
al., 2011). It was also reported, that some ticks are able to
survive quite a long time e. g. under water or even in the
automatic washing machine (Cangado et al., 2006; Carrol,
2003; Smith, 1973). Fielden et al. (2011) reported that the
American dog tick (Dermacentor variabilis) is able to
utilise dissolved oxygen in the water. Oxygen is obtained
via a plastron formed by the complex spiracular plates.

Figure 1. L. viridis male with an /. ricinus larva attached to its mucous membrane. A — wider view with noticable dark stain inside
lizards oral cavity. B — close up view with a detail of /. ricinus larva.
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However, even with the plastron disabled or in water with
very low oxygen content, D. variabilis can still survive for
several days. Mihalca et al. (2012) report the European
pond turtle (Emys orbicularis), a predominantly aquatic
species, as a host of I. ricinus.

Lizards play an important role in the life cycle of
1. ricinus (Dantas-Torres, 2015; Foldvari et al.,2009). Their
infections by ticks is currently being investigated because
of the large number of tick-borne diseases potentially able
to affect humans (e. g. Gryczynska-Semigtkowska et al.,
2007, Majlathova et al., 2013). Many tick-borne diseases
have shown a significant increase in parts of Europe in the
last two decades (Jones et al., 2008) and therefore any new
observations might have value.
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