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This study reports an Ophidascaris sp. infection in the gastrointestinal tract of a 

python snake found at a construction site in Labone, a suburb of Accra and the 

capital city of Ghana. Examination of the rectal contents of the snake by the zinc 

sulfate centrifugal floatation method revealed helminths eggs. Besides, 

examining various sections of the alimentary canal revealed adult worms of the 

genus Ophidascaris in the anterior half of the small intestine just below the 

stomach's pyloric sphincter. Also, milking one of the female worms onto a 

microscope slide and examining the exudate by microscopy following staining 

with Lugol's iodine dye revealed eggs. Our findings may alert the possibility of 

zoonotic transmission of the parasite from pythons to humans, especially in the 

suburban/rural areas where people consume snake meat.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The African rock python, Python sebae (Gmelin, 

1789), is Africa's largest snake and one of the six most 

giant species worldwide [1]. This non-venomous snake, 

widely distributed in sub-Saharan Africa and measures 

up to 7.5 m in length in its natural habitat [2]. They are 

adapted to forests, grasslands, and human-modified 

landscapes but commonly live near water bodies [3, 4]. 

Thus, living mainly in these terrains and aquatic 

ecosystems may expose these snakes to infections by the 

eggs or larvae of parasitic helminths.  

It is also pertinent to note that the origin of many 

neglected tropical diseases, mainly bacteria and viruses, 

is wildlife species.  Human activities have increased 

contact with game animals, and these animals may serve 

either as the intermediate, reservoir, or accidental host in 

the sylvatic cycle. The epidemiological data on zoonotic 

wildlife parasites is scanty due to poor surveillance 

strategies in Africa; therefore, studies are necessary to 

develop preventive and control measures [5]. 

Like other reptiles, pythons are intermediate, 

paratenic, or definitive hosts of a series of endoparasites 

[6]. In Africa, the giant snake python sebae acquire 

helminths infection through preying on amphibians and 

small mammals, the intermediate hosts, or carriers of 

helminths [3]. Nematodes of the Ascarididae family, 

Ophidascaris sp., are principally found in pythonid and 

colubrid snakes and may often cause gastrointestinal, 

hepatic, and pulmonary lesions [6]. According to some 

studies, ascarids live in the gastrointestinal tract of 

snakes, in inflammatory nodules near the gastric pylorus, 

distal esophagus, stomach, and small intestine [7].  

As snakes pathogens, ascarid nematode infection can 

be fatal [8]. Unfortunately, there are very few reports of 

Ophidascaris filaria in the African rock python [9]. 

Thus, new records from different localities might shed 

more light on the distribution of this nematode.  

  

CASE REPORT 

A snake was captured at a construction site at Labone 

(5.5683° N, 0.1717° W), a suburb of Accra, and the 

capital city of Ghana (Fig. 1). This suburb, a low-lying 

marshy area covered with bushes, is ~ 8 km away from 

the beach.   
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The snake, an African rock python (Fig. 2), was killed 

by workers at the construction site and was sent to the 

Department of Animal Biology and Conservation 

Science.  

 

 

Fig. 1. Map of Ghana showing the area of Accra where the snake was captured. 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. African Rock Python (Python sebae) 
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The snake weighed 33.6 kg and was 3.2 m long. Other 

morphometric measurements included midsection 

circumference (33.0 cm), head circumference (15.0 cm), 

head length (mouth to the neck, 11.0 cm), and tail length 

(31.0 cm). The whole length of the gastrointestinal tract 

measured 156 cm, and the liver, spleen, and trachea were 

57 cm, 48 cm, and 77 cm, respectively. To investigate 

the snake's gastrointestinal parasites, ~2 g of feces was 

taken from the rectum by forceps and processed by the 

zinc sulfate centrifugal floatation method [10]. The top 

layer in the test tubes was pipetted onto microscope 

slides and examined under a compound microscope with 

10× magnification, which revealed some helminth eggs 

(Fig. 3A).  

 

A   

B     

Fig. 3. Ophidascaris sp eggs isolated from Rectal content (A) and exudate of milked worm (B) 

 

A longitudinal incision was made along the snake's 

ventral section to open the body cavity from the throat to 

the vent. The gut contents were examined thoroughly 

with a magnifying glass for adult parasites. Various 

sections of the alimentary canal were cut off and opened, 

and the contents were washed with 0.9% saline in a 250-

ml volume cylindrical bowls and examined thoroughly 

with a hand lens (10x magnification) for adult worms. 

Nine adult helminths (Fig. 4) were found in the anterior 

half of the small intestine just below the stomach's 

pyloric sphincter. The worms were preserved in 70% 

ethanol and later identified according to previous 

descriptions [11]. 

The worms were cream-colored and showed no trace of 

ingested blood (Fig. 4). Examination of adult worms 

under a compound light microscope at 40x as described 

by others [12] revealed three lips armed with papillae at 

the anterior ends of the adult worms, as seen in the 

ascaridoids [13]. The three relatively smaller males 

measured 63 mm, 82 mm, and 117 mm in length. 

Likewise, the body length of the female worms ranged 

from 88 mm to 142 mm. These morphologic and 

morphometric characteristics of the specimens matched 

that of Ophidascaris sp. [13].  
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Also, one of the female worms was 'milked onto' a 

microscope slide, and the exudate was examined under a 

microscope at 10x magnification after staining with 

Lugol's iodine dye. Interestingly, some eggs were 

observed in this milked exudate (Fig.  2B). The presence 

of mature eggs in the adult worms might imply that 

much of the female nematodes were filled with eggs at 

maturity. 

 

   
        A     B 

Fig. 4. Adult Ophidascaris sp. isolated from the small intestine of Python sebae.  

Entangled worms (A) and separated worms (B) 

 

DISCUSSION 

Among various worms reported to infect snakes are 

ascaroid nematodes, including Ophidascaris spp, with a 

special report of Ophidascaris filaria found in a dead 

python from Iran [8, 14].   This gastrointestinal 

nematode is found in snakes worldwide [18], infecting 

various species [6, 13]. These nematodes are often 

embedded in inflammatory nodules near the gastric 

pylorus, distal esophagus, stomach, or small intestine [7].  

It is noteworthy that, as the proportion of snakes in 

bush meat gradually increases, infections with zoonoses 

like pentastomiasis are emerging as a concern [14]. 

Although these emerging spillover infections with novel 

and exotic pathogens to the human host [15] are 

becoming a threat, they are commonly under-researched 

[16]. The few reports of human cases of pentastomiasis 

infections in Ghana were associated with the socio-

cultural practices of clans that keep pythons in their 

homes as their totem, giving room for transmission of 

the parasite to humans [17].  The python we examined 

might have acquired the infestation by preying on 

infected rodents or other small mammals.  

Our report is the first record of Ophidascaris sp. 

infection in a python in Ghana or even the West African 

sub-region. Thus, our findings might raise concerns 

about the possibility of zoonotic transmission of the 

parasites from snakes to humans, especially in the 

suburban/rural areas where people consume snake meat 

[18].      
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