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Abstract 

Background  Dirofilaria immitis, also known as heartworm, is one of the most important parasitic nematodes 
of domestic dogs, causing a potentially serious disease, cardiopulmonary dirofilariosis, which can be lethal. This spe‑
cies seems to be less ’expansive’ than its sister species Dirofilaria repens, and it is believed that climate change facili‑
tates the spread of this parasite to new non-endemic regions.

Methods  In total, 122 heartworm isolates were analysed from nine endemic countries in Europe (Portugal, Spain, 
Italy, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, and Ukraine) and a single isolate from Bangladesh by amplification 
and sequencing of two mitochondrial (mt) DNA markers: cytochrome c oxidase subunit 1 (COI) and dehydrogenase 
subunit 1 (NADH). The main aim of the current study was to determine the genetic diversity of D. immitis and com‑
pare it with D. repens haplotype diversity and distribution. DNA was extracted from adult heartworms or microfilariae 
in blood. Most isolates originated from dogs (Canis lupus familiaris) while 10 isolates originated from wildlife species 
from Romania, including eight isolates from golden jackals (Canis aureus), one isolate from a Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) 
and one isolate from a red fox (Vulpes vulpes).

Results  Median spanning network analysis was based on the combined sequence (1721 bp) obtained from two mt 
markers and successfully delineated nine haplotypes (Di1-Di9). Haplotype Di1 was the dominant haplotype encom‑
passing 91 out of the 122 sequences (75%) from all nine countries and four host species. Haplotype Di2 was the sec‑
ond most common haplotype, formed solely by 13 isolates from Italy. The remaining sequences were assigned 
to Di3-Di9 haplotypes, differing by 1–4 SNPs from the dominant Di1 haplotype. There was evidence for geographical 
segregation of haplotypes, with three unique haplotypes associated with Italy and four others associated with certain 
countries (Di4 and Di7 with Slovakia; Di8 with Greece; Di6 with Hungary).

Conclusion  Diversity in D. immitis mt haplotypes was lower by half than in D. repens (9 vs. 18 haplotypes in D. immitis 
and D. repens, respectively), which may be associated with the slower expansion of heartworm in Central and NE 
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Europe. NADH gene appears to be conserved in Dirofilaria sp. by showing lower genetic diversity than the analysed 
COI gene.

Keywords  Heartworm, Dogs, Spain, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Portugal, Slovakia, Ukraine, Italy, Bangladesh

Background
Nematodes of the genus Dirofilaria are parasites vec-
tored by mosquitoes, and domestic dogs constitute their 
main hosts and reservoir [1–4]. Dirofilaria immitis, the 
canine heartworm, causes cardiopulmonary dirofilari-
osis, also known as heartworm disease, in canids and can 
be fatal [5].

The adult worms are found in the pulmonary arteries 
where females produce microfilariae that are released 
into the circulatory system; when the worm burden 
increases, worms are also located in the right cardiac 
chambers [6–8].

The nematodes can also infect humans and cause 
human dirofilariosis because of the mosquito vectors 
feeding on infected dogs and later on humans [9, 10]. 
Dirofilaria immitis infections in humans can cause a 
wide variety of symptoms including chest pain, cough, 
obstructive pulmonary disorder and emphysema through 
the formation of pulmonary nodules in the lungs [11–13].

Many countries around the world are considered 
endemic for D. immitis, such as Spain, Greece, Hungary, 
Romania, Italy, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia, the USA, Mexico 
and Brazil [14–25].

However, the parasite is still not endemic in certain 
countries in Europe such as Poland, Czechia, Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland and Sweden, where either low or zero 
prevalence was reported [23, 25–31].

Climate change and increased dog travelling are con-
sidered the primary drivers of D. immitis expansion into 
new countries, especially from countries with a Mediter-
ranean climate to countries with a continental climate, by 
providing suitable conditions for the development and 
survival of larval stages in the mosquito vectors [32–34].

Previous studies have shown that the cytochrome c 
oxidase I (COI) gene and the dehydrogenase subunit I 

(NADH) gene are competent barcoding mitochondrial 
(mt DNA) markers [35–37]. These markers were also 
used in a similar study which delineated 18 haplotypes 
of Dirofilaria repens [38]; therefore, these mt DNA 
markers were chosen for the molecular analysis of the 
isolates.

The main aims of this study were: (i) to evaluate the 
genetic diversity in D. immitis isolates from southern, 
central and eastern Europe and (ii) to compare the 
genetic diversity between D. repens and D. immitis. 
Investigating the diversity and geographic distribu-
tion of D. immitis haplotypes will allow future studies 
to track and predict the future expansion of D. immitis 
into new non-endemic regions (countries).

We hypothesize that genetic variation is present in D. 
immitis isolates from different geographically distant 
countries and manifests by geographical segregation of 
haplotypes.

Methods
Sample collection of D. immitis
In total, 122 heartworm isolates from different hosts 
were analysed from nine endemic countries, in Europe 
(Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Slo-
vakia and Ukraine) and a single isolate from Bangladesh 
(Table  1) [39–42]. A single isolate was collected from 
a dog from Portugal which travelled with its owners 
and was diagnosed with D. immitis upon its arrival to 
Poland; therefore, it is safe to assume that the dog was 
infected in Portugal. Genomic DNA was extracted from 
blood isolates of microfilariemic dogs stored in EDTA 
(n = 66) or adult worms obtained during necropsies 
of different hosts and stored in 70% ethanol (n = 56) 

Table 1  Origin of Dirofilaria immitis isolates for molecular typing by country and region

Country Spain Portugal Italy Greece Hungary Romania Slovakia Western Ukraine Bangladesh Total

No. of isolates 25 1 17 16 31 23 7 1 1 122

Region (total) Southern Europe (n = 59) Central Europe (n = 61) Eastern Europe Southern Asia
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(Additional file  1: Dataset S1) using DNeasy Blood & 
Tissue kit (Qiagen, USA).

Most isolates (N = 112) were obtained from canine 
hosts representing all countries (Additional file 1: Data-
set S1) while 10 isolates originated from wildlife species 
from Romania, including eight isolates from golden 
jackal (Canis aureus), one sample from Eurasian otter 
(Lutra lutra) and one sample from red fox (Vulpes 
vulpes).

Molecular typing of D. immitis
Genotyping of D. immitis was performed by PCR ampli-
fication and sequencing of two mitochondrial genes (mt 
DNA): the cytochrome c oxidase subunit I (COI, 2 frag-
ments [38]) and dehydrogenase subunit I (NADH) as 
described previously for D. repens study [38].

The first fragment of COI gene (849  bp) was ampli-
fied using the primers Drep2F and Ctc1R; the second 
fragment of COI gene (801  bp) was amplified using the 
primers Ctc2F and Ctc2R. The second mt marker, NADH 
gene fragment (516 bp), was amplified using the primers 
Nad1F and Nad1R. All PCR reactions were conducted 
in conditions and with thermal profiles described previ-
ously [38].

Amplicons were purified and sequenced in both direc-
tions (Sanger sequencing) by Genomed (Genomed S.A., 
Warsaw, Poland) and Eurofins Genomics (Ebersberg, 
Germany GmbH).

Both reads were checked for quality and then aligned 
and edited to form a consensus sequence using Codon-
Code Aligner 10.0.2 (CodonCode Corp., Centerville, 
MA, USA).

Consensus sequences from both (mt) DNA mark-
ers (COI: 1323 bp; NADH: 398 bp) were joined and the 
final 1721-bp-long sequence of (mt) DNA aligned using 
ClustalW in MEGA X 10.1.8.

DnaSP 6.12.03 [43] was used to calculate the num-
ber of haplotypes in the final (mt) DNA construct. 
Median spanning network analysis was performed 
for the (mt) DNA sequence using PopART 1.7 [44], 
and only sequences obtained in this study were used. 
Following no observed diversity in NADH gene and 
exploring usefulness of COI locus for haplotype deline-
ation, a separate median spanning network analysis 
was repeated including only combined fragments of 
the COI gene (1323 bp). A map showing the haplotype 
geographic distribution by country was created using 
QGIS 3.24.

Sequence diversity was also calculated between the two 
species D. immitis and D. repens [38]. The tests included 
nucleotide diversity per site (π), haplotype diversity (Hd), 
the number of variable sites (S) and average number of 
nucleotide differences (K) using DnaSP 6.12.03 [43].

Obtained sequences were deposited in the GenBank, 
the first fragment of COI gene under the accession 
numbers OQ726801-OQ726922, the second fragment 
of COI gene under the accession numbers OQ726923-
OQ727044 and the NADH gene under the accession 
numbers OQ736780-OQ736901 (Additional file 1: Data-
set S1).

Phylogenetic trees were computed using maximum 
likelihood for both fragments of mt DNA marker COI 
and for the (mt) DNA marker NADH separately since 
all sequences obtained from the GenBank were too 
short in length to be analysed with the combined COI 
sequences. The evolutionary model (Tamura-Nei model) 
was chosen based on the model tested by Mega X [45] 
and bootstrapped over 1000 randomly generated sample 
trees with uniform rates among sites. Identical consensus 
sequences obtained in the study were pooled for analysis 
and accompanied by reference sequences obtained from 
the GenBank database. Appropriate regions of complete 
(mt) DNA genome of D. repens (KX265049) were used as 
an outgroup for the trees.

Results
Nine haplotypes (Di1–Di9) were identified in the mt 
DNA among the 122 analysed isolates (Additional file 1: 
Dataset S1: database with isolates and accession num-
bers for genetic markers). Haplotype Di1 was the domi-
nant haplotype encompassing 91 of the 122 sequences 
(75%), from all nine countries and four host species 
(Fig. 1; Additional file 1: Dataset S1). Haplotype Di2, dif-
fering by two single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNP) 
from the main haplotype Di1, was the second most 
common haplotype, formed solely by 13 isolates from 
Italy (13/122 = 11%). Haplotype Di3 encompassed seven 
sequences (6%), four from Romania and three from Hun-
gary, with one SNP difference from the main haplotype 
Di1. All other haplotypes grouped around haplotype Di1 
are separated by 1–4 SNPs (Fig. 1).

Despite this generally low genetic diversity, there was 
some geographical segregation of less common haplo-
types (Figs. 1, 2). Interestingly, most D. immitis sequences 
from Italy (16/17) differed from sequences from other 
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Fig. 1  Median spanning network of mt DNA sequence (COI and NADH) showing a relationship between nine delineated haplotypes of Dirofilaria 
immitis 

Fig. 2  Geographic distribution of haplotypes by country of origin: a Haplotype distribution in eight European countries; b haplotype Di1 
in Bangladesh
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countries in southern Europe and formed three unique 
haplotypes (Di2, Di5 and Di9) (Figs.  1, 2). Four other 
unique haplotypes were associated with certain countries 
(Di4 and Di7 with Slovakia; Di8 with Greece; Di6 with 
Hungary) (Additional file 1: Dataset S1, Fig. 1).

Figure 2 shows the distribution of haplotypes by coun-
try of origin. Haplotype Di1 was present/dominant in all 
countries endemic for D. immitis, in southern and central 
Europe, with sporadic occurrence in the single isolates 
from Western Ukraine (Eastern Europe) and Bangladesh 
(South Asia). Interestingly, other haplotypes were domi-
nant among D. immitis sequences from Italy and Slovakia 
(Fig. 2).

Another interesting result was that isolates obtained 
from microfilaraemic blood appeared to have higher 
genetic diversity than isolates from adult nematodes.

The most common haplotype Di1 was identified in 36 
of 91 MF samples. Seven haplotypes were distinguished 
among the remaining 55 samples of MF, and only one 
more haplotype, Di8, was delineated in isolate from an 
adult worm from Greece. Furthermore, the median span-
ning network including only both fragments of the COI 
gene was identical to the network acquired from com-
bined COI and NADH genes.

The comparison of the genetic diversity between D. 
immitis and D. repens showed that the measures of pol-
ymorphism (number of variable sites, S) in D. immitis 
were half those in D. repens, while the average number 
of nucleotide differences (K) and the nucleotide diversity 
(π) were similar in both species with a slight difference in 
haplotype diversity (Hd) between both species (Table 2).

For the comparison of our new data with sequences 
deposited previously in GenBank, especially regarding 

the sequences from the countries not represented in our 
examination, the phylogenetic analysis was conducted for 
each (mt) DNA marker/fragment separately (two frag-
ments of COI and the full length NADH gene; Figs. 3, 4, 
5).

The phylogenetic tree for the first fragment of COI gene 
(671  bp) is presented in Fig.  3. The tree shows that the 
majority of sequences from Greece, Spain, Bangladesh, 
Ukraine, Portugal, Romania, Italy, Hungary and Slova-
kia were closely related to sequences obtained from Iran, 
Thailand, Australia, Greece and Slovakia with a bootstrap 
value < 70. Four other sequences, two each from Hungary 
and Italy, grouped together, while four sequences from 
Slovakia grouped separately (Fig. 3).

The second phylogenetic tree included the analysis for 
the second fragment of COI (mt) DNA gene (649  bp), 
which shows that most sequences from all nine coun-
tries appear to be closely related to sequences from Hun-
gary, Romania, Australia and Thailand with a bootstrap 
value < 70, while another branch included sequences only 
from Italy, which appear to be distinct from others with a 
bootstrap value of 75 (Fig. 4).

The third and final phylogenetic tree for the full NADH 
mt DNA gene (358 bp) showed no diversity; all sequences 
from this study grouped together to form a major branch 
joined by sequences from the GenBank from Australia 
and China (Fig. 5).

Discussion
In the present study, the haplotype diversity in mt DNA 
genotyping genes (COI and NADH) of canine heart-
worms, D. immitis, in central and southern Europe was 
analysed. Combined (mt) DNA markers (COI + NADH) 

Table 2  Diversity in the studied species Dirofilaria immitis and D. repens: N represents the number of studied sequences, H represents 
the number of haplotypes, S represents the number of variable sites, Hd represents the haplotype diversity, K represents the average 
number of nucleotide differences while π represents the nucleotide diversity per site

Species Length (bp) N H S Hd K π × 103

D. immitis 1721 122 9 7 0.431 0.874 0.51

D. repens 1520 95 18 15 0.528 0.887 0.58

(See figure on next page.)
Fig. 3  The evolutionary history was inferred by using the maximum likelihood method and Tamura 3-parameter model for the first fragment of COI 
(only bootstrap value above 50 is displayed in the figure). The tree with the highest log likelihood (− 1213.39) is shown. The percentage of trees 
in which the associated taxa clustered together is shown next to the branches. Initial tree(s) for the heuristic search were obtained automatically 
by applying neighbour-joining and BioNJ algorithms to a matrix of pairwise distances estimated using the Tamura 3 parameter model and then 
selecting the topology with superior log likelihood value. The tree is drawn to scale, with branch lengths measured in the number of substitutions 
per site. This analysis involved 49 nucleotide sequences. Codon positions included were 1st + 2nd + 3rd + Noncoding. A total of 671 positions were 
in the final dataset. Evolutionary analyses were conducted in MEGA X [46]
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MZ541844 D. immitis Iran
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MK250742 D. immitis Thailand
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NC 005305 D. immitis Complete Genome Australia

0013 D. immitis Bangladesh
0008 D.immitis Ukraine
0011 D.immitis Greece
0013 D.immitis Greece
0012 D.immitis Greece
0014 D.immitis Greece
0021 D.immitis Spain
0015 D.immitis Greece
0022 D.immitis Spain
0024 D.immitis Spain
0023 D.immitis Spain
0025 D.immitis Spain
0084 D.immitis Romania
00Po D.immitis Portugal
0082 D.immitis Romania
0093 D.immitis Romania
0090 D.immitis Romania
0102 D.immitis Romania
0151 D. immitis Italy
0152 D. immitis Italy
0163 D. immitis Italy
0158 D immitis Italy
0164 D. immitis Italy
0156 D.immitis Hungary
0155 D.immitis Hungary
0157 D.immitis Hungary
0162 D.immitis Hungary
0165 D.immitis Hungary
0763 D.immitis Slovakia
0613 D.immitis Slovakia

0201 D.immitis Slovakia
0021 D.immitis Greece

0114 D.immitis Hungary
0143 D.immitis Hungary
0138 D.immitis Italy
0117 D.immitis Italy
0944 D.immitis Slovakia
0865 D.immitis Slovakia
0750 D.immitis Slovakia
0699 D.immitis Slovakia

KX265049 D. repens Complete Genome Croatia

0.010

54

62

Fig. 3  (See legend on previous page.)
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allowed the delineation of nine haplotypes and revealed 
some evidence for geographical segregation of haplo-
types, despite the generally low genetic diversity and 
dominance of haplotype Di1 in dogs and other host spe-
cies from the majority of countries.

The use of identical markers (COI + NADH) in the cur-
rent and previous studies also allowed a comparison of 
haplotype diversity, structure and distribution between 
both Dirofilaria species occurring in Europe [38].

Most sequences (75%) formed the Di1 haplotype, 
which is in agreement with a previous study using mt 
sequences of COI and 12S rDNA derived from the Gen-
Bank, which showed that 272 out of the 277 D. immitis 
sequences (98%) formed a dominant haplotype [47]. In 
total, only five haplotypes were delineated based on these 
two mt markers from sequences from 26 countries [47], 
which is much lower than in the current study. One of 
the reasons could be that the haplotypes in the current 
study were based on the entirety of the combined COI 
and NADH genes, which offers a broader insight into 
the genetic diversity of each isolate and better delinea-
tion of haplotypes while the sequences used in previous 
study [47] covered a fragment of the COI gene. How-
ever, it is also evident from our repeated analysis that a 
long enough COI fragment may be used solely for haplo-
type delineation in D. immitis, because of no diversity in 
NADH gene.

Interestingly, the single D. immitis sequence from 
Bangladesh was in the main haplotype Di1, which may 
suggest that the Di1 haplotype may be the main haplo-
type occurring globally rather than just being dominant 
only in Europe. However, to confirm this point, more 
D. immitis sequences from Bangladesh and other non-
European countries are needed. Spain and Greece are 
both southern European countries known to be endemic 
for D. immitis [14, 20, 25]; therefore, having all Spanish 
sequences and most of the Greek sequences included in 
the main haplotype Di1 was expected.

Hungary and Romania are neighbouring central Euro-
pean countries which are also endemic for D. immitis 
[21, 48]; both shared a unique haplotype (Di3) including 
seven sequences while being closely related to another 

unique haplotype including two Hungarian sequences 
(Di6).

Haplotype Di6 presents a possible link between the 
unique Italian haplotype (Di5) and the most common 
haplotype (Di1), which can be interpreted into geo-
graphic relation/similarity between the genetic diversity 
of isolates from Hungary and Italy.

Interestingly, a much lower diversity in (mt) DNA in D. 
immitis compared to D. repens was documented, which 
may be associated with the faster spread of D. repens 
in central and NE Europe [23, 49]. We hypothesized 
that the spread of Dirofilaria spp. to new environments 
(countries) and new biotic conditions (different species 
of hosts) can be facilitated by the genetic adaptation of 
the parasite to certain conditions, and this adaptation 
can take place by the occurrence of many genetic variants 
(high genetic diversity), which can be crucial for the sur-
vival and success of the parasite in different conditions. 
If so, more genetically ‘conserved’ parasites (D. immitis 
in this case) cannot be that successful in colonisation of 
different areas than more ‘flexible’ or genetically diverse 
species, like D. repens.

Regardless, a counter argument may also be true: a 
loss of genetic diversity can accompany the spread of 
the parasite species to a new area, with the success of a 
single genetic lineage/variant. Other lineages could be 
eliminated during expansion by negative selection by 
unfavourable conditions or just low number of breed-
ing worms in expanding population. The evidence of this 
low genetic diversity was previously observed [50] in the 
raccoon roundworm (Baylisascaris procyonis), which 
infects the invasive raccoons (Procyon lotor) in Germany 
(expansion area). Two parasite lineages resulting from 
independent introductions of the parasite in Germany 
showed low genetic diversity suggesting small founding 
populations subjected to inbreeding and genetic drift.

In addition, in both the present study and the one 
regarding D. repens [38], a unique haplotype structure 
among isolates from Italy was found, which could be due 
to the geographical isolation of this area: the Italian Pen-
insula enclosed by the Alps.

Fig. 4  The evolutionary history was inferred by using the maximum likelihood method and Tamura 3-parameter model for the second fragment 
of COI (only bootstrap values > 50 are displayed in the figure). The tree with the highest log likelihood (− 1115.50) is shown. The percentage of trees 
in which the associated taxa clustered together is shown next to the branches. Initial tree(s) for the heuristic search were obtained automatically 
by applying neighbour-joining and BioNJ algorithms to a matrix of pairwise distances estimated using the Tamura 3 parameter model and then 
selecting the topology with superior log likelihood value. The tree is drawn to scale, with branch lengths measured in the number of substitutions 
per site. This analysis involved 48 nucleotide sequences. Codon positions included were 1st + 2nd + 3rd + Noncoding. A total of 649 positions were 
in the final dataset. Evolutionary analyses were conducted in MEGA X [46]

(See figure on next page.)
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0699 D.immitis Slovakia
0763 D.immitis Slovakia
0750 D.immitis Slovakia
0613 D.immitis Slovakia
0121 D.immitis Hungary

NC 005305 D. immitis Complete Genome Australia
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MW577348 D. immitis Thailand
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00Po D.immitis Portugal
0119 D.immitis Hungary
0112 D.immitis Hungary
0113 D.immitis Hungary
0024 D.immitis Spain
0025 D.immitis Spain
0022 D.immitis Spain
0023 D.immitis Spain
0021 D.immitis Greece
0022 D.immitis Italy
0021 D.immitis Spain
0007 D.immitis Romania
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0013 D.immitis Bangladesh
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0004 D.immitis Greece
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0002 D.immitis Greece
0002 D.immitis Romania
0008 D.immitis Romania
0005 D.immitis Greece

0117 D.immitis Italy
0138 D.immitis Italy

0116 D.immitis Italy
0120 D.immitis Italy
0125 D.immitis Italy
0128 D.immitis Italy
0131 D.immitis Italy
0142 D.immitis Italy

0005 D.immitis Romania
0139 D.immitis Hungary
0065 D.immitis Romania
0074 D.immitis Romania
0078 D.immitis Romania
0114 D.immitis Hungary
0118 D.immitis Hungary

KX265049 D. repens complete genome Croatia

0.010

63

59 

73 

Fig. 4  (See legend on previous page.)



Page 9 of 12Alsarraf et al. Parasites & Vectors          (2023) 16:325 	

Furthermore, the majority of the Italian sequences 
(16/17) formed three unique haplotypes (Di2, Di5, Di9). 
In the study on D. repens [38], sequences from Italy also 
formed three unique D. repens haplotypes. Based on these 
results, it can be concluded that Dirofilaria spp. from Italy 
are segregated from other European countries and the 
spread of Italian haplotypes to neighbouring countries is 
very limited, especially compared to evidence of shared 
haplotypes in central Europe (i.e. D. immitis in Romania 
and Hungary) or in the Baltic region (D. repens; [38]).

Two unique haplotypes (Di4, Di7) encompassed only 
Slovakian sequences (n = 5); however, the relatively low 
number of isolates from this country was examined. 
Slovakia has become endemic for D. immitis during the 
last 5 years. Nowadays, heartworm disease as a mono-
infection or as a co-infection with D. repens represents 
45% of all dirofilarial infections diagnosed in the endemic 
regions situated in the south-western part of the country 
[51]. Furthermore, D. immitis infections have been doc-
umented in local dogs in Slovakia since 2005 giving the 
parasite time to assert its unique genetic variation [52]. 
Our previous study on D. repens [38] successfully delin-
eated 18 haplotypes among 95 isolates from 10 coun-
tries based on the same markers also used in this study 
(total sequence length of 1520 bp). Although the current 
study involved more isolates (N = 122) and a longer mt 
sequence (1721 bp), it still yielded fewer haplotypes and 
also fewer variable sites in the full-length sequences. Fol-
lowing the elimination of haplotypes from non-European 
countries, D. repens still manifested higher genetic diver-
sity: 17 haplotypes versus nine D. immitis haplotypes. 
The overall nucleotide diversity and haplotype diversity 
for both species were low. Thus, it can be interpreted 
that D. repens has higher genetic diversity than D. immi-
tis and/or D. immitis is more conserved in the targeted 
markers.

As mentioned previously, a study based on the D. 
immitis sequences available in the GenBank successfully 
identified five haplotypes of D. immitis and 12 haplotypes 
of D. repens by targeting the COI and 12S rDNA genes 
which supports our main finding that D. immitis has 
lower genetic diversity than D. repens [47].

Contrarily, in the state of Florida in the USA, 11 hap-
lotypes were delineated among 25 D. immitis isolates 
originating from free-ranging coyotes from 28 counties 
by using the Pgp gene (P-glycoprotein) [53]. This may 
suggest that the genetic diversity of D. immitis might be 
higher based on genes other than (mt) DNA.

A limitation of the study design could be the problem-
atic identification of haplotypes from microfilariae in 
blood from dogs co-infected with different haplotypes 
of D. immitis. However, we believe this limitation did 
not occur in our work since the sequencing of micro-
filaria of all blood isolates showed no nucleotide paral-
ogs in obtained chromatograms, which supports that all 
isolates belonged to an individual lineage rather than a 
mix of different lineages of microfilaria within the same 
host. Yet, it was observed that the sequences obtained 
from microfilaria appear to have higher genetic diversity 
than the adult worm isolates since sequences obtained 
from MF were encompassed in seven unique haplotypes 
while almost all of the sequences obtained from adult 
worms were encompassed in the most common haplo-
type Di1.

The phylogenetic analysis for both fragments of the 
COI gene supported the results obtained from the 
median spanning network analysis (haplotype network). 
All studied sequences appear to be closely related in the 
phylogenetic trees except for the Italian sequences, which 
appear to form an individual clade, further supporting 
the idea that the Italian sequences are genetically differ-
ent and geographically segregated.

The last phylogenetic analysis based on the NADH 
gene showed only one major clade that included all 
sequences from this study and obtained sequences from 
the GenBank from Australia and China. This result is 
similar to the output of phylogenetic analysis of D. repens 
NADH gene, which revealed that most sequences from 
that study grouped together with numerous sequences of 
D. repens obtained from the GenBank [38].

It seems that the NADH gene is highly conserved in the 
Dirofilaria spp.; also in the previous study on D. repens 
we observed low genetic diversity in this gene [38].

(See figure on next page.)
Fig. 5  The evolutionary history was inferred by using the maximum likelihood method and Tamura three-parameter model for the full-length 
NADH gene (only bootstrap values > 50 are displayed in the figure). The tree with the highest log likelihood (− 632.78) is shown. The percentage 
of trees in which the associated taxa clustered together is shown next to the branches. Initial tree(s) for the heuristic search were obtained 
automatically by applying neighbour-joining and BioNJ algorithms to a matrix of pairwise distances estimated using the Tamura 3 parameter 
model and then selecting the topology with superior log likelihood value. The tree is drawn to scale, with branch lengths measured in the number 
of substitutions per site. This analysis involved 40 nucleotide sequences. Codon positions included were 1st + 2nd + 3rd + Noncoding. A total of 358 
positions were in the final dataset. Evolutionary analyses were conducted in MEGA X [46]
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NC 005305 D. immitis Complete Genome Australia

AJ537512 D. immitis Complete Genome Australia

KC846050 D. immitis China

KC846052 D. immitis China

KC846053 D. immitis China

0750 D.immitis Slovakia
0699 D.immitis Slovakia
0613 D.immitis Slovakia
0201 D.immitis Slovakia
0119 D.immitis Hungary
0118 D.immitis Hungary
0114 D.immitis Hungary
0113 D.immitis Hungary
0112 D.immitis Hungary
00Po D.immitis Portugal
0120 D.immitis Italy
0125 D.immitis Italy
0022 D.immitis Italy
0117 D.immitis Italy
0116 D.immitis Italy
0013 D.immitis Bangladesh
0008 D.immitis Ukraine
0005 D.immitis Spain
0003 D.immitis Spain
0001 D.immitis Spain
0004 D.immitis Spain
0002 D.immitis Spain
0002 D.immitis Romania

KC846055 D. immitis China

0006 D.immitis Romania
0005 D.immitis Romania
0003 D.immitis Romania
0001 D.immitis Romania
0003 D.immitis Greece
0004 D.immitis Greece
0005 D.immitis Greece
0001 D.immitis Greece
0002 D.immitis Greece
0763 D.immitis Slovakia

KX265049 D. repens Complete Genome Croatia

0.010

Fig. 5  (See legend on previous page.)



Page 11 of 12Alsarraf et al. Parasites & Vectors          (2023) 16:325 	

Conclusions
This study shows that there is an association between the 
genetic diversity and geographic origin of the D. immi-
tis isolates when analysing (mt) DNA markers (COI, 
NADH), as was observed in the sequences from Italy, 
Hungary, Romania and Slovakia. Dirofilaria immitis is 
more conserved than D. repens in the mt markers COI 
and NADH by having half the number of haplotypes. 
NADH is a conserved mt gene in Dirofilaria spp. regard-
less of the geographic origin of the isolates.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1186/​s13071-​023-​05945-4.

Additional file 1: Dataset S1. List of isolates, assigned haplotypes and 
their accession numbers.

Acknowledgements
We thank Dr. Georgia Brellou for her help in collecting some of the specimens.

Author contributions
MA: Conceptualization, Methodology, Validation, Formal analysis, Investiga‑
tion, Writing—Original Draft, Visualization, Resources; EC: Resources; LC: 
Resources; AD: Resources; DD-S: Resources; H-PF: Resources; MG: Resources; 
AMI: Resources; LHK: Resources; AK: Resources; ADM: Resources; MM: 
Resources; RM: Resources; EP: Resources; MP: Resources; LR: Resources; MA: 
Methodology; MT: Investigation; AV: Resources; AZ-D: Resources; AB: Supervi‑
sion Writing—Original Draft.

Funding
This work was funded by the University of Warsaw, IDUB program (1st 
competition for co-financing scientific research by doctoral candidates at the 
University of Warsaw under Action IV.4.1) grant no. BOB-IDUB-622-52/2022 
(MA) and by the National Science Centre (NCN) OPUS grant no. 2017/27/B/
NZ6/01691 (AB).

Availability of data and materials
Not applicable.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The study was carried out on blood and adult nematode samples provided 
voluntarily by dog owners and researchers from other scientific institutions; 
thus, no ethical approval/license was required for this study (as per Resolution 
on the protection of animals used for scientific or educational purposes, 15 
January 2015 [Dz. U. 2015 position 266] Chapter 1, Paragraph 1.2.1).

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 Department of Eco‑Epidemiology of Parasitic Diseases, Institute of Devel‑
opmental Biology and Biomedical Sciences, Faculty of Biology, University 
of Warsaw, Miecznikowa 1, 02‑096 Warsaw, Poland. 2 Internal Medicine, Faculty 
of Veterinary Medicine, University of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, Campus 
Arucas, Arucas, 35413 Las Palmas, Spain. 3 Department of Veterinary Medicine 
and Animal Production, University of Napoli Federico II, Via Delpino 1, 
80137 Naples, Italy. 4 Laboratory of Parasitology and Parasitic Diseases, School 

of Veterinary Medicine, Faculty of Health Sciences, Aristotle University of Thes‑
saloniki, 54124 Thessaloniki, Greece. 5 Institute of Parasitology, University 
of Veterinary Medicine, Veterinaerplatz 1, 1210 Vienna, Austria. 6 Department 
of Veterinary Science, Parasitology Unit, University of Parma, strada del Taglio, 
10, 43126 Parma, Italy. 7 Department of Parasitology and Parasitic Diseases, 
University of Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine of Cluj-Napoca, 
Calea Manastur 3‑5, 400372 Cluj‑Napoca, Romania. 8 Institute of Functional 
Biology and Ecology, Faculty of Biology, University of Warsaw, Miecznikowa 1, 
02‑096 Warsaw, Poland. 9 Institute of Parasitology, Slovak Academy of Sciences, 
Hlinkova 3, 040 01 Košice, Slovakia. 10 Zoonotic Diseases and One Health 
Group, IBSAL‑CIETUS (Biomedical Research Institute of Salamanca‑Research 
Centre for Tropical Diseases University of Salamanca), Faculty of Pharmacy, 
University of Salamanca, 37007 Salamanca, Spain. 11 Division of Parasitology, 
Department of Preclinical Sciences, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, Warsaw 
University of Life Sciences-SGGW​, Warsaw, Poland. 12 Department of Parasitol‑
ogy, Institute of Functional Biology and Ecology, Faculty of Biology, University 
of Warsaw, Miecznikowa 1, 02‑096 Warsaw, Poland. 13 Department of Immunol‑
ogy, Institute of Functional Biology and Ecology, Faculty of Biology, University 
of Warsaw, Miecznikowa 1, 02‑096 Warsaw, Poland. 

Received: 7 May 2023   Accepted: 24 August 2023

References
	1.	 Genchi C, Mortarino M, Rinaldi L, Cringoli G, Traldi G, Genchi M. Changing 

climate and changing vector-borne disease distribution: the example of 
Dirofilaria in Europe. Vet Parasitol. 2011;176:295–9.

	2.	 Simón F, González-Miguel J, Diosdado A, Gómez PJ, Morchón R, Kartashev 
V. The Complexity of zoonotic filariasis episystem and its consequences: a 
multidisciplinary view. Biomed Res Int. 2017;2017:1–10.

	3.	 Capelli G, Genchi C, Baneth G, Bourdeau P, Brianti E, Cardoso L, et al. 
Recent advances on Dirofilaria repens in dogs and humans in Europe. 
Parasit Vectors. 2018. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s13071-​018-​3205-x.

	4.	 Genchi C, Kramer LH. The prevalence of Dirofilaria immitis and D. repens in 
the old world. Vet Parasitol. 2020;280:108995.

	5.	 Ionică AM, Matei IA, D’Amico G, Bel LV, Dumitrache MO, Modrý D, 
et al. Dirofilaria immitis and D. repens show circadian co-periodicity in 
naturally co-infected dogs. Parasit Vectors. 2017. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​
s13071-​017-​2055-2.

	6.	 McCall JW, Genchi C, Kramer LH, Guerrero J, Venco L. Chapter 4 heart‑
worm disease in animals and humans. Adv Parasitol. 2008;66:193–285.

	7.	 Bowman DD, Atkins CE. Heartworm biology, treatment, and control. Vet 
Clin N Am Small Anim Pract. 2009;39:1127–58.

	8.	 Selzer PM, Epe C. Antiparasitics in animal health: quo vadis? Trends Parasi‑
tol. 2021;37:77–89.

	9.	 Rossi A, Peix Á, Pavlikovskaya T, Sagach O, Nikolaenko S, Chizh N, et al. 
Genetic diversity of Dirofilaria spp. isolated from subcutaneous and 
ocular lesions of human patients in Ukraine. Acta Trop. 2015;142:1–4.

	10.	 Noack S, Harrington J, Carithers DS, Kaminsky R, Selzer PM. Heartworm 
disease—overview, intervention, and industry perspective. Int J Parasitol 
Drugs Drug Resist. 2021;16:65–89.

	11.	 Miterpáková M, Antolová D, Rampalová J, Undesser M, Krajčovič T, 
Víchová B. Dirofilaria immitis pulmonary dirofilariasis. Slovakia Emerg 
Infect Dis. 2022;28:482–5.

	12.	 Simón F, Siles-Lucas M, Morchón R, González-Miguel J, Mellado I, Carretón 
E, et al. Human and animal dirofilariasis: the emergence of a zoonotic 
mosaic. Clin Microbiol Rev. 2012;25:507–44.

	13.	 Simón F, Diosdado A, Siles-Lucas M, Kartashev V, González-Miguel J. 
Human dirofilariosis in the 21st century: a scoping review of clinical cases 
reported in the literature. Transbound Emerg Dis. 2022;69:2424–39.

	14.	 Montoya-Alonso JA, Carretón E, Corbera JA, Juste MC, Mellado I, Morchón 
R, et al. Current prevalence of Dirofilaria immitis in dogs, cats and humans 
from the island of Gran Canaria, Spain. Vet Parasitol. 2011;176:291–4.

	15.	 Ciucă L, Musella V, Miron LD, Maurelli MP, Cringoli G, Bosco A, et al. Geo‑
graphic distribution of canine heartworm (Dirofilaria immitis) infection in 
stray dogs of eastern Romania. Geospat Health. 2016;11:318–23.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13071-023-05945-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13071-023-05945-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13071-018-3205-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13071-017-2055-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13071-017-2055-2


Page 12 of 12Alsarraf et al. Parasites & Vectors          (2023) 16:325 

	16.	 Rjeibi MR, Rouatbi M, Mabrouk M, Tabib I, Rekik M, Gharbi M. Molecular 
study of Dirofilaria immitis and Dirofilaria repens in dogs from Tunisia. 
Transbound Emerg Dis. 2017;64:1505–9.

	17.	 Drake J, Wiseman S. Increasing incidence of Dirofilaria immitis in dogs in 
USA with focus on the southeast region 2013–2016. Parasit Vectors. 2018. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s13071-​018-​2631-0.

	18.	 Omar OI, Elamin EA, Omer SA, Alagaili AN, Mohammed OB. Serorevalence 
of Dirofilaria immitis in dogs and cats in Riyadh City, Saudi Arabia. Trop 
Biomed. 2018. www.​pme.​gov.​sa

	19.	 Torres-Chable O, Baak-Baak C, Cigarroa-Toledo N, Blitvich B, Brito-Argaez 
L, Alvarado-Kantun Y, et al. Molecular detection of Dirofilaria immitis in 
dogs and mosquitoes in Tabasco, Mexico. J Vector Borne Dis. 2018;55:151.

	20.	 Angelou A, Gelasakis AI, Verde N, Pantchev N, Schaper R, Chandrashekar 
R, et al. Prevalence and risk factors for selected canine vector-borne 
diseases in Greece. Parasit Vectors. 2019;12:283.

	21.	 Farkas R, Mag V, Gyurkovszky M, Takács N, Vörös K, Solymosi N. The cur‑
rent situation of canine dirofilariosis in Hungary. Parasitol Res Springer. 
2020;119:129–35.

	22.	 Panarese R, Iatta R, Latrofa MS, Zatelli A, Ignjatović Ćupina A, Montarsi F, 
et al. Hyperendemic Dirofilaria immitis infection in a sheltered dog popu‑
lation: an expanding threat in the Mediterranean region. Int J Parasitol. 
2020;50:555–9.

	23.	 Fuehrer HP, Morelli S, Unterköfler MS, Bajer A, Bakran-Lebl K, Dwużnik-
Szarek D, et al. Dirofilaria spp. and Angiostrongylus vasorum: current risk of 
spreading in central and northern Europe. Pathogens. 2021;10:1268.

	24.	 Mendes-de-Almeida F, Alves LC, do Amaral Fernandes P, de Menezes 
Leivas R, Labarthe N. Infection with Dirofilaria immitis and other infections 
in cats and dogs from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil: the need for prophylactic 
enforcement. Acta Parasitol. 2021;66:962–8.

	25.	 Morchón R, Montoya-Alonso JA, Rodríguez-Escolar I, Carretón E. What has 
happened to heartworm disease in Europe in the last 10 years? Patho‑
gens. 2022;11:1042.

	26.	 Svobodova V, Mišoňova P. The potential risk of Dirofilaria immitis becom‑
ing established in the Czech Republic by imported dogs. Vet Parasitol. 
2005;128:137–40.

	27.	 Świątalska A, Demiaszkiewicz AW. Pierwszy w Polsce rodzimy przypadek 
inwazji nicieni Dirofilaria immitis u psa. Prace kliniczne i kazuistyczne. 
2012;87:685–6.

	28.	 Krämer F, Schaper R, Schunack B, Połozowski A, Piekarska J, Szwedko 
A, et al. Serological detection of Anaplasma phagocytophilum, Borrelia 
burgdorferi sensu lato and Ehrlichia canis antibodies and Dirofilaria 
immitis antigen in a countrywide survey in dogs in Poland. Parasitol Res. 
2014;113:3229–39.

	29.	 Klintebjerg K, Petersen E, Pshenichnaya NY, Ermakova LA, Nagorny SA, 
Larsen CS. Periorbital Dirofilaria repens imported to Denmark: a human 
case report. IDCases. 2015;2:25–6.

	30.	 European Society of Dirofilariosis and Angiostrongylosis. Guidelines for 
clinical management of canine heartworm disease. 2017. http://​esda.​vet/​
index.​php/​guide​lines

	31.	 Miterpáková M, Hurníková Z, Valentová D, Borková L. Different epide‑
miological pattern of canine dirofilariosis in two neighbouring countries 
in Central Europe—the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Parasitol Res. 
2021;120:547–52.

	32.	 Genchi C, Rinaldi L, Mortarino M, Genchi M, Cringoli G. Climate and 
Dirofilaria infection in Europe. Vet Parasitol. 2009;163:286–92.

	33.	 Simón L, Afonin A, López-Díez LI, González-Miguel J, Morchón R, Car‑
retón E, et al. Geo-environmental model for the prediction of potential 
transmission risk of Dirofilaria in an area with dry climate and extensive 
irrigated crops. The case of Spain. Vet Parasitol. 2014;200:257–64.

	34.	 Kondrashin AV, Morozova LF, Stepanova EV, Turbabina NA, Maksimova 
MS, Morozov AE, et al. Global climate change and human dirofilariasis in 
Russia. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2022;19:3096.

	35.	 Hebert PDN, Cywinska A, Ball SL, DeWaard JR. Biological identifications 
through DNA barcodes. Proc R Soc B Biol Sci. 2003;270:313–21.

	36.	 Ferri E, Barbuto M, Bain O, Galimberti A, Uni S, Guerrero R, et al. Integrated 
taxonomy: traditional approach and DNA barcoding for the identification 
of filarioid worms and related parasites (Nematoda). Front Zool. 2009. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​1742-​9994-6-1.

	37.	 Lin X, Stur E, Ekrem T. Exploring genetic divergence in a species-rich 
insect genus using 2790 DNA barcodes. PLoS ONE. 2015;10:e0138993.

	38.	 Alsarraf M, Baneth G, Bogucka-Kocka A, Ciuca L, Dwużnik-Szarek D, 
Fuehrer H-P, et al. Haplotypes of Dirofilaria repens from Poland and 
selected countries of Central, North-Eastern Europe and the Middle 
East: an evaluation on the relation between the genetic diversity and 
the geographic distribution of the fast-spreading parasite. Vet Parasitol. 
2023;315:109882.

	39.	 Fuehrer H-P, Treiber M, Silbermayr K, Baumann TA, Swoboda P, Joachim 
A, et al. Indigenous Dirofilaria immitis in Bangladesh. Parasitol Res. 
2013;112:2393–5.

	40.	 Ionică AM, Matei IA, D’Amico G, Daskalaki AA, Juránková J, Ionescu DT, 
et al. Role of golden jackals (Canis aureus) as natural reservoirs of Dirofi-
laria spp. in Romania. Parasit Vectors. 2016;9:240.

	41.	 Ionicǎ AM, Matei IA, D’Amico G, Ababii J, Daskalaki AA, Sándor AD, et al. 
Filarioid infections in wild carnivores: a multispecies survey in Romania. 
Parasit Vectors. 2017. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1186/​s13071-​017-​2269-3.

	42.	 Ciuca L, Vismarra A, Constanza D, Di Loria A, Meomartino L, Ciaramella P, 
et al. Efficacy of oral, topical and extended-release injectable formulations 
of moxidectin combined with doxycycline in Dirofilaria immitis naturally 
infected dogs. Parasit Vectors. 2023;16:54.

	43.	 Librado P, Rozas J. DnaSP v5: a software for comprehensive analysis of 
DNA polymorphism data. Bioinformatics. 2009;25:1451–2.

	44.	 Bandelt H-J, Forster P, Röhl A. Median-joining networks for inferring 
intraspecific phylogenies. Mol Biol Evol. 1999;16:37–48.

	45.	 Tamura K, Stecher G, Kumar S. MEGA11: molecular evolutionary genetics 
analysis version 11. Mol Biol Evol. 2021;38:3022–7.

	46.	 Kumar S, Stecher G, Li M, Knyaz C, Tamura K. MEGA X: Molecular evo‑
lutionary genetics analysis across computing platforms. Mol Biol Evol. 
2018;35:1547–9.

	47.	 Laidoudi Y, Bedjaoui S, Latrofa MS, Fanelli A, Dantas-Torres F, Otranto 
D. Genetic and geographical delineation of zoonotic vector-
borne helminths of canids. Sci Rep. 2022. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1038/​
s41598-​022-​10553-w.

	48.	 Tomazatos A, Cadar D, Török E, Maranda I, Horváth C, Keresztes L, et al. 
Circulation of Dirofilaria immitis and Dirofilaria repens in the Danube Delta 
biosphere reserve, Romania. Parasit Vectors. 2018;11:392.

	49.	 Alsarraf M, Levytska V, Mierzejewska EJ, Poliukhovych V, Rodo A, Alsarraf 
M, et al. Emerging risk of Dirofilaria spp. infection in Northeastern Europe: 
high prevalence of Dirofilaria repens in sled dog kennels from the Baltic 
countries. Sci Rep. 2021. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1038/​s41598-​020-​80208-1.

	50.	 Osten-Sacken N, Heddergott M, Schleimer A, Anheyer-Behmenburg HE, 
Runge M, Horsburgh GJ, et al. Similar yet different: co-analysis of the 
genetic diversity and structure of an invasive nematode parasite and its 
invasive mammalian host. Int J Parasitol. 2018;48:233–43.

	51.	 Miterpáková M, Valentová D. Dirofilaria immitis and Dirofilaria repens in a 
territorial battle. Veterinarstvi. 2023;73:128–32.

	52.	 Miterpáková M, Antolová D, Hurníková Z, Dubinský P. Dirofilariosis in 
Slovakia—a new endemic area in Central Europe. Helminthologia. 
2008;45:20–3.

	53.	 Aher AM, Caudill D, Caudill G, Butryn RS, Wolf D, Fox M, et al. Prevalence, 
genetic analyses, and risk factors associated with heartworm (Dirofilaria 
immitis) in wild coyotes (Canis latrans) from Florida, USA. J Wildl Dis. 
2016;52:785–92.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13071-018-2631-0
http://www.pme.gov.sa
http://esda.vet/index.php/guidelines
http://esda.vet/index.php/guidelines
https://doi.org/10.1186/1742-9994-6-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13071-017-2269-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-10553-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-10553-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-80208-1

	Diversity and geographic distribution of haplotypes of Dirofilaria immitis across European endemic countries
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusion 

	Background
	Methods
	Sample collection of D. immitis
	Molecular typing of D. immitis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Anchor 14
	Acknowledgements
	References


