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Redescription of Haemaphysalis (Rhipistoma) elliptica (Koch, 1844)
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Redescription of Haemaphysalis (Rhipistoma) elliptica (Koch, 1844)
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Redescription of Haemaphysalis (Rhipistoma) elliptica (Koch, 1844)
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TABLE 4 Differential diagnosis between Haemaphysalis (Rhipistoma) elliptica and Haemaphysalis (Rhipistoma) leachi

Haemaphysalis (R.) elliptica Haemaphysalis (R.) leachi

Male (Fig. 2, 3, 8 and 9 )

1. Longer and broader tick: 

 – Length (from palpal apices to posterior margin of conscu-
tum) avg. 3.00 mm

 – Width (of conscutum) avg. 1.47 mm
 – Ratio length to width avg. 2.05

1. Shorter and more slender tick:

 – Length (from palpal apices to posterior margin of conscu-
tum) avg. 2.45 mm

 – Width (of conscutum) avg. 1.06 mm
 – Ratio length to width avg. 2.30

2. One or two of first festoons enclosed by marginal groove 2. Two or three of first festoons enclosed by marginal groove 

3. Dorsally median margin of palpal segment II gradually wid-
ening anteriorly from the segment’s mid-length

3. Dorsally median margin of palpal segment II abruptly widen-
ing anteriorly from the segment’s mid-length

4. Lateral margin of ventral spur on palpal segment II straight 4. Lateral margin of ventral spur on palpal segment II concave

Female (Fig. 4, 5, 10 and 11)

1. Longer and broader tick: 

 – Length (from palpal apices to posterior margin of scutum) 
avg. 1.73 mm

 – Width (of scutum) avg. 1.02 mm
 – Ratio length to width avg. 1.70

1. Shorter and more slender tick:

 – Length (from palpal apices to posterior margin of scutum) 
avg. 1.53 mm

 – Width (of scutum) avg. 0.84 mm
 – Ratio length to width avg. 1.81

2. Dorsal cornua shorter, approximately 1/6 length of basis 
capituli

2. Dorsal cornua longer, approximately 1/4 length of basis 
capituli

3. Dorsally median margin of palpal segment II gradually wid-
ening anteriorly at segment’s mid-length

3. Dorsally median margin of palpal segment II abruptly widen-
ing anteriorly at segment’s mid-length

Nymph (Fig. 6 and 12)

1. Larger (see description) 1. Smaller (see description)

2. Dorsally median margin of palpal segment II widening grad u-
ally anteriorly

2. Dorsally median margin of palpal segment II widening sharply 
anteriorly

3. Ventral spur of palpal segment II broad 3. Ventral spur of palpal segment II narrow 

4. Denticles of hypostome in files of 7 to 9 (usually 8) 4. Denticles of hypostome in files of 5 or 6

Larva (Fig. 7 and 13)

1. Larger (see description) 1. Smaller (see description)

2. Ventral spur of palpal segment II broad 2. Ventral spur of palpal segment II narrow

3. Ventral spur of palpal segment III indistinct, fold-like 3. Ventral spur of palpal segment III distinct, triangular

4. Denticles in files of 7 or 8 4. Denticles in files of 4 to 6 (usually 5)

REMARKS ON IDENTIFICATION

Our study has shown that H. (R.) elliptica is an inde-
pendent species belonging to the H. (R.) leachi sub-
group and that it is clearly distinguishable from H. 
(R.) leachi. However, the value of diagnostic char-
acters varies from stage to stage.

The easiest stage to distinguish is the larval. All the 
larval characters that we have chosen clearly dif-
ferentiate the larvae of H. (R.) elliptica from those of 
H. (R.) leachi. Males of H. (R.) elliptica are also quite 
easily distinguishable from those of H. (R.) leachi. 
The main differentiating characters are the shape of 

the lateral margin of the ventral spur on palpal seg-
ment II and total size of the ticks. The most obvious 
character for nymphs is the number of denticles per 
file on the hypostome, and total size. Females are 
the most difficult to distinguish. The main characters 
are total size and the size of the dorsal cornua, and 
because both characters have a metric value, diffi-
cult specimens do not have to be excluded during 
routine examinations. The females of most closely 
related spe cies within the H. (R.) leachi group are 
difficult to distinguish interspecifically. However, be-
cause of the morphological stability of Haemaphysalis 
species, the size of various structures is of consid-
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erable value for discriminating between all the para-
sitic stages of closely related species.

Finally, unpublished molecular data confirm our 
opinion on the species independency of H. (R.) ellip-
tica.

DISTRIBUTION AND HOSTS

Haemaphysalis (R.) elliptica is present in East and 
southern Africa, and DAA and IGH have recorded it 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, Mo-
zam bique, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe (Table 1). JLC adds Ethiopia, Malawi 
and Rwanda to this list.

Haemaphysalis (R.) leachi has chiefly been record-
ed from North (Egypt) and East Africa south to the 
north of Zimbabwe. Judging by collection data this 
species is probably quite common in Central Africa. 
A few collections have been made in West Africa. 
DAA and IGH record this species from Cameroon, 
Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, Liberia, Mali, Sene-
gal, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zim-
babwe (Table 2). JLC adds Burundi, Chad and 
Guinea to this list. Both species share a large area 
of sympatry in East Africa.

The hosts of adult H. (R.) elliptica are various carni-
vore species, amongst which are the domestic dog, 
domestic cat, lion, Panthera leo, and leopard, 
Panthera pardus (Table 1). The hosts of the imma-
ture stages are diverse rodent species, and they 
may very occasionally be present on the same hosts 
as the adults. The hosts of adult H. (R.) leachi are 
similar to those of H. (R.) elliptica, namely domestic 
and wild carnivores (Table 2). The immature stages 
use various rodents and other small mammals as 
hosts. It will, however, only be possible to determine 
the actual host range of the immature stages of H. 
(R.) elliptica and H. (R.) leachi once a taxonomic 
revision of the whole H. (R.) leachi group has been 
completed.

The adults of both species have been found in a 
number of collections taken from a single host. Both 
geographic and host sympatry indirectly confirm the 
specific independency of H. (R.) elliptica and H. (R.) 
leachi.

DISEASE RELATIONSHIPS

Haemaphysalis (R.) elliptica (then referred to as H. 
leachi) is the vector of Babesia canis rossi, the 

cause of virulent babesiosis in domestic dogs in 
South Africa (Lewis, Penzhorn, Lopez-Rebollar & 
De Waal 1996). We are, however, unable to find 
any records of H. (R.) leachi transmitting Babesia 
canis in Egypt. In South Africa, H. (R.) elliptica (as 
H. leachi) has been recorded as transmitting Rickett-
sia conori, resulting in tick bite fever in humans 
(Gear 1954). Possibly because of its preference for 
carnivores, adult H. (R.) elliptica (then recorded as 
H. leachi) is one of the tick species most frequently 
collected from humans working in the field (Horak, 
Fourie, Heyne, Walker & Needham 2002).
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