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AIM: Equine piroplasmosis (EP) is a tickborne disease of equids
{including horses, donkeys, mules and zebras), which is caused by
infection with two intra-erythrocytic protozoan parasites, Babesia
caballi and Theileria equi. The EP has a wide geographical range
according to the distribution of tick vectors and is endemic in
Africa, South and Central America, the Middle East, Asia and
Southern Europe (Kouman et al, 2010, Vet Parasitol, 169: 273-
278). In some European countries, including Italy, there was an in-
creasing interest on donkeys due to their use as pets, for onotherapy
and for the rediscovery of donkey milk as food source for children
affected with cow milk allergy (Veneziano et al, 2011, Vet ], 190:
414-415). Despite this, there are few data regarding the donkeys
parasitic diseases especially those with a protozoal etiology. Be-
cause information on EP in donkeys in Italy is very limited, the aim
of this study was to determine the seroprevalence of B. caballi and
T. equi infections and the associated risk factors, in donkeys, born
and raised in Campania region - Southern Haly.

MATERIALS AND METHODS: The survey was conducted on 21
donkey farms from 16 municipalities. Biood samples were collected
from 203 donkeys in autumn 2010. The sample size was calculated
as proposed by Thrusfield M, 1995, Veterinary epidemiology,
Blackwell Science, UK. Blood samples were collected in 21 donkey
farms from 16 municipalities. General data, including gender, age,
breed, use, period of grazing during year, presence of horses, dogs
and ruminants in the farms were obtained through a questionnaire
completed during sample collection. The IFAT was performed for
the detection and quantitative determination of specific IgG anti-
body against B. caballi and T. equi (IFA IgG Kit, Fuller Laborato-
ties}). The cut-off value of 1:80 was used according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. The positive sera were then titrated in
two-fold dilutions to determine the end-point titres. In order to
evaluate possible risk factor associated to the seroprevalence, epi-
demiological data (gender, age, breed, use, lactation, grazing, pres-
ence of horse, dogs, ruminants) were offered to binary logistic
models {(SPSS for Windows, 13.0). Further, a complete clinical
_exam was done on each donkey.

RESULTS: The results of IFAT are shown in the table.

Antibody titer  n° positive \.:,_ tested Prevalence (%)
B. caballi 26/203 2.8
T. equi 44/203 21.7
Co-infected 46/203 227
Total 116/203 67.1

The antibody titers ranged from a dilution of 1:80 to 1:360 for B.
caballi and 1:80 to 1:1280 for T. equi.

No statistically significant correlations were found between sero-
logical positivity and donkey gender, age, breed, use and grazing.
B. caballi seropositivity were found higher in donkeys breed to-
gether with horses (0D=3.07; P<0.05). However, T. equi seropos-
itivity were found higher in lactation animals (ODD=4.34; P<0.03)
and lower in the donkeys breed with dogs and ruminants in the
farms (OD=0.4; P< 0.01). For both parasites the co-infection status
resulted as a significant risk factor (P<0.01). The clinical examina-
tion of the most seropositive animals failed to show any evidence
of abnormalities. Only one donkey, with a titer of 1:640 against T.
equi, showed the acute symptoms of disease and, particularly
lethargy, fever, anaemia, hemoglobinuria and limphnodes enlarge-
ment.

CONCLUSIONS: The preliminary data showed that B. caballi and
T equi are widespread among donkeys in Campania region. Al-
though, almost all of the sampled animals were asymptomatic,
some of these donkeys may act as parasite carriers; further studies
will be performed by using molecular methods to detect the pres-
ence of parasites DNA from seropositive animals. Therefore, im-
proved surveillance of EP is recommended for donkeys.



