
Climate changes, a rise in earth’s average
surface temperature, in addition to pathogens and
diseases, have been identified as the greatest threat
to global health in the twenty-first century [1]. Most
up-to-date research results show that the process of
warming began in the 30s of the nineteenth century.
The warming trend in recent decades has
contributed to increased morbidity and mortality in
many regions of the world. According to the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), predictions of climate models show that in
this century the global average temperature of the
earth’s surface will rise by 1.1–6.4°C, while the safe
level of increase is up to 2°C [2]. 

Climate changes may affect the frequency,
intensity and geographical distribution of parasites,
including helminths, directly affecting their
dispersive stages in the environment (eggs, larvae)
and, indirectly, larvae living particularly in
invertebrate intermediate hosts (mainly insects and
mollusks). In biologically diverse nematodes
(geohelminths and biohelminths) climate warming
contributes to increase in the range of distribution,

colonization of new hosts and modification of their
developmental cycles. According to Garcia-Rodrigo
et al. [3], the global warming and „tropicalization of
the European climate” with high temperatures and
considerable humidity can promote creation of
favorable conditions for dissemination of typically
tropical species, such as Ancylostoma braziliense
hookworms.

Peter Molnar, an ecologist and evolutionary
biologist from Princeton University, is the author of
mathematical models predicting the spread of
parasites and parasitic diseases along with a rise in
temperature on earth. Molnar assumed that there is
equilibrium between the body size and temperature
of organisms that affect metabolic processes.
Known dependence of the parasite metabolism on
temperature allows determining the impact of
climate changes which may occur in the future.
According to this method, it can be estimated how
the rate of parasites development and their
developmental cycles will alter with a change of
climatic conditions. This pertains to parasites whose
developmental stages are present in the environment

Annals of Parasitology 2017, 63(1), 15–20 Copyright© 2017 Polish Parasitological Society
doi: 10.17420/ap6301.79

Review articles

The impact of global climate change on the spread of

parasitic nematodes

Anna Okulewicz              

Department of Parasitology, Institute of Genetics and Microbiology of Wrocław University, ul. Przybyszewskiego 63,
51-148 Wrocław, Poland; e-mail: anna.okulewicz@microb.uni.wroc.pl 

ABSTRACT. Climate changes may influence the frequency, intensity and geographical distribution of parasites,
directly affecting their dispersive stages in the environment (eggs, larvae) and, indirectly, the larvae living mainly in
invertebrate intermediate hosts. In biologically diverse nematodes climate warming contributes to the increase in the
range of distribution, colonization of new hosts and modification of their development cycles. This is particularly acute
in the Arctic and pertains, for instance, to nematodes Ostertagia gruehneri and Setaria tundra parasitizing reindeer
Rangifer tarandus and Umingmakstrongylus pallikuukensis in musk oxen (Ovibos moschatus). Increase in range
expansion of mosquitoes Culicidae caused that nematodes of the genus Dirofilaria, especially D. repens, have been
listed in autochthonous invasions even in the northern and eastern European countries. In addition, extended range of
occurrence is also shown by Ancylostoma braziliense – a parasite of carnivores in the tropical and subtropical countries.
In recent years over 20 cases of autochthonous creeping eruption (CE) caused by cutanea larva migrans (CLM)
A. braziliense were detected in people in southern Europe (Italy, Spain, France, Germany).

Key words: global warming, Arctic, Trichostrongylidae, Protostrongylidae, Onchocercidae, soil-transmitted
helminthiases (STHs)



or in poikilothermic hosts [4].
It is believed that larvae of nematodes present in

intermediate hosts are protected by their behavioral
thermoregulation, which helps them survive in
extremely unfavorable temperatures. This phe -
nomenon has been called ”the shelter effect”. The
applied models suggest that climate warming in
certain geographical regions, especially during the
summer, may cause inhibition of development of
parasites with simple life cycle and create the
possibility of development for those with complex
life cycle [5]. Using the models it has been
demonstrated that invasiveness of diseases may
increase or decrease with climate change.

Research shows that the polar region of the
northern hemisphere is the area where global
warming is progressing at the fastest rate in the
whole world. In global terms, the average
temperature rise has amounted to about 0.9°C since
the beginning of the industrial revolution, while in
the Arctic this figure has been twice as high [6]. In
the future the rate of change, especially in northern
Canada, Greenland and Siberia, can be further
accelerated [2]. Therefore, the object of many
parasitologists’ studies have been nematodes of
ungulates, such as tundra reindeer (caribou)
Rangifer tarandus, musk oxen (Ovibos moschatus)
and white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus)
living in those areas. These are nematodes of the
families Trichostrongylidae, Protostrongylidae and
Onchocercidae, whose larvae are present in the
environment or in the poikilothermic intermediate
hosts. Ostertagia gruehneri (Trichostrongylidae,
Strongylida) parasitize the tundra reindeer in the
Arctic tundra of Eurasia and North America. A
nematode settles in the stomach (under the mucosa
of abomasum). Invasions cause lack of appetite,
weight loss and slower fetal development in
infected females. The life cycle of O. gruehneri is
typical for the species of the genus Ostertagia. The
eggs are released with feces into the environment,
then larvae L1 hatch and after subsequent molting
convert to L2 and L3. Invasive L3 larvae are able to
migrate along the stalks of plants; infection of a host
occurs per os. However, almost 100% of the larvae
in the stomach of an animal are prevented from
developing until the next year. Hypobiosis and a
two-year cycle of the parasite transmission are
constrained by climatic conditions.

Field and laboratory studies indicate that global
warming may cause an increase in the presence of
L3 in the environment by extending the vegetation

period. However, short-term temperature rises in the
middle of summer can split their transmission into
spring and autumn periods. The increased rate of
larvae development and prolonged vegetation
period can alter the parasite transmission from two
to one cycle per year [7].

Climate warming has the effect of prolonging the
activity of poikilothermic organisms such as
terrestrial gastropods which are intermediate hosts of
nematodes of Protostrongylidae family. One
representative of these parasites is Parelapho stron -
gylus odocoilei, dwelling in the nervous system of
deer, for example, white-tailed deer in the Mac kenzie
Mountains in the north-western Canada. It also
occurs in mountain sheep: the Thinhorn (Ovis dalli)
and Canadian sheep (Ovis canadensis). Together
with the temperature increase in the spring and
summer months over the past 50 years, the activity
period of gastropod intermediate hosts has extended,
which has significantly affected the frequency of
infection in sheep (up to 66 – 100%) because the peak
excretion of L1 larvae by infected animals falls in the
period from March to May, and the highest
prevalence of L3 larvae of this nematode in
gastropods is observed in August and September [8].

The consequence of unprecedented climate
warming in the Canadian Arctic Archipelago is the
occurrence of lung nematodes Umingmakstrongylus
pallikuukensis (Protostrongylidae) in musk oxen on
the Island of Victoria in 2008. The parasite escaped
from land with animals migrating north, and four
years later (2012) was recorded in the northern part
of the island at a distance of several hundred
kilometers from the primary focus [9]. Intermediate
hosts of U. pallikuukensis are land slugs of the
genus Deroceras. The threshold temperature for the
development of the nematode larvae in D. laeve
organisms is 8.5°C and in D. reticulatum 9.5°C
[10].

One of global warming consequences is an
increase in range expansion of insects, vectors of
parasites, into new areas. Various types of flies,
including mosquitoes (Culicidae), transfer among
others microfilaria of nematodes from the family
Onchocercidae. An example of territorial expansion
of nematodes associated with temperature rise may
be Setaria tundra. The species was first detected
and described in reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) in
Russia in 1928. In typical hosts it localizes in the
peritoneal cavity. S. tundra appeared in the
Scandinavian reindeer in 1973 [11]. Intensive
invasions, especially in young animals, cause
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weakness, loss of winter pelage and peritonitis
leading to death. Parasitosis causes great economic
losses in breeding of these animals. Prevailing high
temperatures during the summer period 2001–2003
in Finland contributed to the increase in the rate of
mosquitoes development, including the genus
Aedes, the main vectors of S. tundra nematodes
parasitizing reindeer in the boreal region. At that
time, the prevalence of the helminths accompanied
by lesions in the form of peritonitis in reindeer in
the province of Oulu, Finland increased from 4.9 to
42.1%. The number of animals in the herd in
Kainuu (Eastern Finland) fell from 1,700 to 1,000.
In 2004 a new outbreak of parasitosis located
approximately 100 km to the north of Lapland was
detected because in warm summer months reindeer
move to the north, to wetlands conducive to the
development of mosquitoes, whose peak activity in
herding areas of Finland falls within the period from
mid-June to the end of July. In Finland the incidence
of microfilaria in mosquitoes in the tundra ranged
from 0.5 to 2.5%. And S. tundra larvae were also
found there in 39% of roe deer (Capreolus
capreolus) and 1.4–1.8% of elks (Alces alces) [12].

It has been demonstrated experimentally that S.
tundra microfilaria in organisms of intermediate
hosts, mostly Aedes vexans mosquitoes, survived
for 14 days at the temperature of 21°C. In contrast,
those kept at the temperature of 14.1°C did not
develop for 22 days [13]. In Germany, in addition to
A. vexans, potential vectors for microfilaria of this
nematode are Ochlerotatus sticticus, O. cantans and
Anophe les claviger [14]. S. tundra was also
recorded in roe deer in Germany, Italy, Bulgaria and
Poland. On the Polish territory it was found in deer
in Lower Silesia [15], in Malopolska around Kra -
kow [16] and in elks in the Kampinos and the
Augustow Forests [17]. It must be assumed that
global warming may affect the development of the
parasite in intermediate hosts, and hence an increase
in infection with setariosis in deer.

About 60 species of Culicidae mosquitoes may be
vectors of microfilaria of Dirofilaria repens and D.
immitis nematodes. The endemic area of D. repens
occurrence in Europe is the Mediterranean region.
In 2005 the nematode was found in dogs in
Slovakia, later in the Czech Republic, Germany, the
Netherlands, Austria, Hungary, Ukraine and in
Northern Europe in Norway, which indicates the
increasing incidence of occurrence of D. repens
[18]. Recent studies in Belarus detected the
presence of D. repens DNA in Anopheles claviger

and D. immitis DNA in mosquito species of the
genus Culex [19]. Climate changes provide the
conditions for a full course of developmental cycle
of the parasites involving their intermediate hosts in
those areas of the world where this was not hitherto
possible.

Prevalence of dirofilariasis in dogs in European
countries is diverse and estimated at 9% in Spain,
1.3–22% in France, 22% in Greece and 49% in
Serbia [20]. In Poland, the first cases of indigenous
dirofilariasis in dogs were recorded in 2009 [21] and
the first indigenous case of D. immitis invasion in a
dog was found in Gdynia in 2012 [22]. Prevalence
of microfilariasis in the dog population in Poland is
estimated at 26–56%, with the central Poland
considered to be endemic areas for the parasite [23].
Blood tests of sled dogs from the central Poland
showed up the presence of D. repens DNA in 44%
[24]. Microfilaria in the blood of dogs in
Malopolska region were reported much less
frequently – in 11.3% of animals from a shelter in
Krakow [25]. By 2012, our country had recorded
twenty human cases of subcutaneous dirofilariosis
caused by D. repens. Regardless of whether
subcutaneous dirofilariosis was considered auto -
chthonous or introduced from endemic areas, most
of the cases were found in the Mazovian province
[26], while in Slovakia the number of dirofilariosis
cases in humans was ten [27].

There is little data on the impact of climate
changes on soil-transmitted helminthiases (STHs),
i.e. helminthiases caused by intestinal nematodes
Ascaris lumbricoides, Trichuris trichiura, Ancy -
lostoma duodenale and Necator americanus, whose
dispersive forms are present in the soil. The
parasitoses are included in the WHO list of tropical
diseases, especially of the poorest population [28].
It is estimated that more than 1.5 billion or 24% of
the world’s population are infected with helminths,
whose invasive forms are present in the soil.
Invasions are widespread in tropical and subtropical
areas, and the largest number of the infected occurs
in sub-Saharan Africa, Central and South America,
China and East Asia [29]. For instance, in the
population of Nigeria the prevalence of infection
with a roundworm and whipworm reaches 31.7 and
19.6% respectively, and in the Republic of Congo the
prevalence of hookworms is 45.9% [30]. The
incidence of infection is dependent on several factors:
sanitary, socio-demographic and environmental. The
latter comprise the temperature of the soil surface
during the day and at night, humidity and
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precipitation. Elevated temperatures help to
increase the rate of development of larvae in the
eggs of roundworms and whipworms, but
exceeding the upper threshold of 37°C reduces their
resilience [28]. Therefore, the parasites are rarely
recorded in such regions of Africa as Chad (tropical
climate) because the average temperature there
exceeds 37–40°C. Also in Uganda, with mean
annual temperature of 36–37°C, the prevalence
reached less than 5% [31]. Whereas in Cameroon,
in humid equatorial zone where the average rainfall
exceeds 1500 mm per year, the incidence of
infection with A. lumbricoides and Trichuris
trichiura reached over 50% of patients [32].
However, torrential rains (precipitation above 1,740
mm per year) contribute to washing away eggs of
the geohelminths, as research has shown in
Tanzania where the prevalence of roundworms was
6.8%. It has also been demonstrated that an increase
in day temperature of 1°C above 30°C will reduce
the odds of A. lumbricoides infection by 13% [33].

Investigation of the impact of temperature on the
development of Ascaris suum eggs conducted in
Korea [34] has shown that the lower thermal limit is
5°C, and at 37°C embryos in an egg develop more
rapidly than at 25°C. In this country there has been
a high percentage (17.6%) of infected pigs and the
authors suggest that global warming can result in
acceleration of developmental rate of invasive
roundworm eggs and an increase in contagion with
these geohelminths.

To a lesser extent, high temperatures and lack of
rainfall affect the hookworm larvae, whose stage L3
is endowed with the ability to migrate to places
more humid, which determines their survival. The
human hookworms A. duodenale and N. ameri ca -
nus require slightly different conditions for their
development. At  the temperature of 15–25°C 90%
of A. duodenale eggs are capable of further
development, while for N. americanus the range is
20–35°C. A. duodenale eggs are less sensitive to
drying and may preserve resilience in more arid and
colder areas outside the range of hookworms [28]. It
has been shown that A. duodenale occurs in areas
where N. americanus L3 larvae cannot survive
during the winter months. In Central Africa,
hookworms have upper threshold survival of larvae
within 40–47°C. Hookworm adaptation to adverse
environmental conditions is arrested larvae
development in the human body. A. duodenale
infections in some regions of West Africa increase
after the rainy season; at earlier time L3 larvae are

dormant in the host [35].
One species of hookworm occurring

endemically in tropical and subtropical countries,
mainly on the islands of the Caribbean, is
Ancylostoma braziliense. This parasite of dogs, cats
and other carnivores may in the form of cutaneous
larva migrans (CLM) cause creeping eruption (CE)
in humans. In Europe, numerous cases of CE have
been reported in people who visited the tropical and
subtropical countries. In Poland, these were patients
after returning from Thailand and Madagascar. [36]
However, in southern Europe (Italy, Spain, France
and Germany) more than 20 cases of autochthonous
CE have been found in recent years [3].

The complexity of the parasite-host system and
interaction between parasites co-occurring in the
host cause that not always climate changes and an
increase in temperature contribute to the growth of
infections with nematodes, whose larvae develop in
the soil. The impact of climate change on free-living
stages of two nematode species of the family
Trichostrongylidae (Graphidium strigosum and
Trichostrongylus retortaeformis) parasitizing the
European rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus was studied
in Scotland [37]. These were 23-year field and
laboratory studies inspired by observations of the
increase in intensity of G. strigosum invasion with
rising mean air temperature throughout 30 years,
and remaining at a similar level or even reduced
prevalence of T. retortaeformis [38]. G. strigosum
species locates mainly in the stomach and T.
retortaeformis in the small intestine of the host. The
prepatent period for G. strigosum is 42–44 days,
and for T. retortaeformis 12–13 days [37].

Between 1980 and 2002, the mean air
temperature at the site of research increased by 1°C.
High temperatures were mainly recorded in summer
months (July and August). Laboratory tests were
conducted in climate chambers. With the
temperature rising, rapid hatching of larvae from
eggs of both nematode species followed in the
laboratory together with an increase in L3 larvae
survival on pasture, thus augmenting the risk of host
contamination. However, hatching and survival of
L3 larvae were more effective for the species T.
retortaeformis. Nonetheless, during various seasons
of the year in two decades of research a positive
relationship between the intensity of infection in
rabbits and temperature was observed only for G.
strumosum. Earlier studies [39] indicate that T.
retortaeformis shows seasonal immune resistance
acquired with host age. During experimental
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infections in rabbits with two nematode species it
was found that the intensity of G. strumosum
invasion in co-invasion was higher than in single
infection, and in the case of T. retortaeformis not
significant differences were observed [40].

The relationship between climate change and the
acquisition of parasites by the host is important, but
successful infection ultimately depends on the
interaction between these organisms [37].
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