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Abstract.—We present a simple, accurate method for quantifying the ectoparasite loads of
live birds in the field. Birds were dusted with pyrethrin to irritate their ectoparasites, which
were then dislodged from the plumage by ruffling the feathers over a collecting surface for
repeated timed bouts until the point of diminishing returns was reached. This method re-
quired less equipment and was more accurate and efficient than previously described meth-
ods, as we show by comparing our method to other popular approaches. Dust-ruffling is best
suited for sampling “permanent” ectoparasites, such as chewing lice (Insecta: Phthiraptera),
which pass their entire life cycle on the body of the host.

SACUDIDAS DE POLVO: UN METODO SENCILLO PARA CUANTIFICAR LAS CARGAS
DE ECTOPARASITOS EN AVES VIVAS

Sinopsis—Presentamos un método sencillo y preciso para cuantificar las cargas de ectopar-
asitos de aves vivas en el campo. Se polvorea las aves con pyrethrina para irritar los ectopar-
asitos, los cuales son removidos del plumaje al agitar las plumas sobre una superficie de
coleccién en ocasiones consecutivas hasta que se llegue al punto de cargas menores. Este
método requiere menos equipo y es mas preciso y eficiente que métodos previamente des-
critos, lo cual evidenciamos al comparar nuestro método con otros métodos comunes. Las
sacudidas de polvo es mas apropiado para muestrear ectoparasitos permanentes, tales como
Phthiraptera, que pasan su ciclo de vida completo en el cuerpo del hospedero.

Recent work shows that some ectoparasites can have a variety of serious
detrimental effects on birds (Brown et al. 1995, Clayton and Moore 1997,
Clayton and Tompkins 1994, de Lope et al. 1993, Lehmann 1993, Loye
and Zuk 1991, Merino and Potti 1995, Mgller et al. 1990, Richner et al.
1993). These and other studies have sparked widespread interest in car-
rying out further tests of the role of ectoparasites in avian behavior, ecol-
ogy and evolution. In order to conduct such tests, however, it is necessary
to have practical methods for accurately measuring the ectoparasite loads
of birds.

A variety of methods have been used over the years to quantify the
ectoparasite loads of live birds (reviewed by Clayton and Walther 1997).
These methods can be divided into two major categories: (1) non-invasive
counts made by simple visual examination, and (2) more accurate counts
requiring the destructive sampling of ectoparasites. Although the first ap-
proach is necessary to collect longitudinal data on ectoparasite popula-
tion dynamics, the second approach suffices for most studies and is usu-
ally more accurate.

Methods for the destructive sampling of ectoparasites from live birds
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to Kill such parasites betore they escape (Clayton and Walther 1997). It
is important, of course, to search the bag for parasites after the bird has
been removed.

The dusting step requires about 3 min for Common Swifts and 5 min
for Rock Doves, given the latter’s denser plumage. The eyes of the bird
should be shielded from dust to prevent irritation, although pyrethrin
has no apparent effect on the eyes. When dusting a large number of birds,
it is useful to wear a paper mask to prevent sneezing.

After the dust has been distributed throughout the plumage, each
feather tract is ruffled to dislodge the dying parasites onto the collecting
surface. There is no need to wait between the dusting and ruffling steps
because pyrethrin is fast acting. After each bout of ruffling, ectoparasites
are counted while being transferred to a vial of 70% ethanol using one



























