
Parasites 101 

Gastro - Intestinal Worms 

Abomasal (stomach) worms are the biggest para-
site problem in deer. They are mainly Ostertagia 
type, specific to deer, although there is some 
crossover with cattle and sheep types. 

Ostertagia life cycle 

 L3 larvae are ingested, burrow into stom-
ach lining causing damage 

 Mature into adults in 18-25 days  

 Adults mate and lay eggs that are passed 
out in faeces onto pasture 

 The larvae hatch and develop to the infec-
tive L3 stage in 2-3 weeks (in warm, moist 
conditions) - move up blades of grass 

 Eggs and larvae survive relatively long peri-
ods in the environment in the right condi-
tions, and can overwinter 

Parasite populations peak towards the later part 
of autumn (if they overwinter then there may be a 
problem the following spring) 

Effects of GI parasites on deer 

 Mild infections cause minimal damage 

 Moderate to severe infections cause dam-
age to the lining of the abomasum and in-
testines. This interferes with digestion and 
results in loss of blood proteins 

 Most farms are affected by poor growth 
rate or loss of weight 

 Scouring 

 ‘bottle jaw’ - swelling below jaw due to low 
blood protein 

 

 

 

 

Lungworm 

Lungworms are a significant risk for young deer. The-
se are a deer specific species (Dictyocaulus eckerti), 
similar to cattle lungworm. 

Life cycle 

 First stage larvae (L1) are shed in faeces 

 L1 mature to L3 larvae (infective stage) in 1-2 
weeks in warm moist soil/pasture conditions 

 L3 larvae move up blades of grass and eaten 
by deer 

 Larvae migrate from intestines to lungs 

 From ingestion of infective L3 to recontamina-
tion of pasture (deer shedding L1 in faeces) is 
23 days 

Consequences of lungworm 

Young deer in first autumn are very susceptible to 
lungworm 

 Moderate to heavy burdens - reduced weight 
gain and may cause coughing 

 Heavy challenge in young deer, before im-
munity has developed will cause serious prob-
lems, potentially fatal 

 Immunity develops with exposure and time 
(immunity in red deer by spring) 

Summary 

Lungworms are the biggest risk in late summer/
early autumn 

GI parasites become increasingly important in 
mid/late autumn 

Red deer develop degrees of resistance with age 
and exposure. Wapiti and Wapiti hybrids appear 
more susceptible to parasites, don't develop 
resistance as readily, and, require treating for 
longer 

 

Develop an animal health plan in consultation 
with your vet 

 

Lungworms and Gut Worms - details from the  
Parasite Workshops 
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After the Field Day 

 Primary significance - Lungworms and Gastro-intestinal worms 
(nematodes) 

 Secondary—liver fluke, tapeworms, lice and ticks 

 Deer are most susceptible in their first year of life 

GI Parasites are most severe in autumn / 
early winter 


