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Parasitism of freshwater stingrays
(Potamotrygonidae)
by hematophagous catfishes
(Vandelliinae)

Carlos A. Lasso*, Carlos DoNascimiento**, Monica A. Morales-Betancourt*
and Oscar M. Lasso-Alcala***

During an ichthyological survey in the Orinoco River between 2013 and 2014, we found two individuals of the
parasitic catfish Vandellia beccarii in the branchial chamber of two mature females of Potamotrygon orbignyi and
one individual of an unnamed species of the also hematophagous vandelliine genus Paracanthopoma in an adult
male of Potamotrygon scobina. This is the first record of parasitism of vandelliine catfishes in freshwater stingrays.

Introduction

Hematophagy is a rather uncommon feeding
strategy in jawed vertebrates as only two re-
stricted taxonomic groups have been document-
ed as feeding exclusively on blood: the bat sub-
family Desmodontinae with three species (Kwon
& Gardner, 2007) and the trichomycterid catfish
subfamily Vandelliinae with nine species (Ferraris,
2007). Vandelliines are mostly known under the
popular name of candiru, and are renowned for
their alleged penetration into urogenital and anal
openings of humans in the Amazon basin (Gudger,
1930; Bauer, 2013).

Direct observations on feeding of vandelliines
are limited to a few studies in laboratory condi-

tions (e. g. Kelley & Atz, 1964; Spotte et al., 2001),
showing that they actively seek the head region
of other fishes to insert their heads into the
branchial chamber, where they lacerate a major
branchial artery with their specialized teeth and
gorge themselves passively with blood pumped
by the host’s arterial pressure (Zuanon & Sazima,
2004). A blood meal has been assumed to be the
only food source ingested by these catfishes (at
least as adults), based on examination of stomach
contents of museum specimens and anecdotal
field reports of vandelliines captured along with
their fish hosts (Baskin et al., 1980; Machado &
Sazima, 1983; Zuanon & Sazima, 2005).

The fish species reported to be attacked by
vandelliines in nature are restricted to large spe-
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