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PARASITE DIVERSITY OF ROCK PTARMIGAN IN ICELAND
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ABSTRACT.—The Icelandic Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus muta) exhibits regular 10-year population
cycles. Comparable population cycles are known for various species of northern herbivores, mam-
mals, birds and insects. These multi-annual cycles are thought to be regulated by inter-population
processes (e.g., interactions with food or predators or pathogens). Since 2006 studies have been
conducted in NE-Iceland on the relation between the general condition of the birds and the pop-
ulation cycle. Condition factors studied were: parasite burden, body condition, stress levels,
immunological defences and condition of the preen gland. The main questions have to do with
the interrelation between these indices of the birds’ health and whether these annual indices show
a delayed density-dependent relation with ptarmigan numbers (expected lag 2−4 years). One part
of these studies is to quantify the parasite fauna of the Rock Ptarmigan and get annual indices for
the parasite burden. So far, 16 species of parasites have been identified: six species of endopara-
sites and 10 species of ectoparasites. Surprisingly, seven of those species were new to science and
three were new host records. Received 25 January 2011, accepted 1 February 2011.
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