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The Global Mammal Parasite Database: An Online
Resource for Infectious Disease Records
in Wild Primates

Natural populations of pri-
mates host an amazing diver-
sity of parasites and infec-

tious diseases, many of which are
endemic in natural populations.
These include a tremendous variety of
intestinal nematodes, protozoa and
bacteria, sexually transmitted viruses
such as simian immunodeficiency vi-
rus, and vector-borne diseases such as
malaria and yellow fever. More re-
cently, infectious disease epidemics
have become a major conservation
concern, with outbreaks of Ebola
hemorrhagic fever and anthrax deci-
mating populations of African apes,1,2

possibly through spillover from un-
known reservoir hosts and domesti-
cated animals. Primates themselves
can serve as sources of new emerging
diseases in humans.3–5 Finally, para-
sites have driven the evolution of a
wide variety of behaviors observed in
primates, ranging from the consump-
tion of medicinal plants6 to “fly-swat-
ting” and other behaviors aimed at re-
ducing contact with bot flies and
insect vectors of disease.7,8 Ecological
and evolutionary pressures operating
on primate mating and social systems
could also arise from processes driven
by infectious diseases.9,10 Under-
standing the diversity, spread, and
evolution of parasites in wild primates
is therefore important for a wide vari-
ety of topics involving primate conser-
vation, behavioral ecology, and hu-
man health.

The first step in understanding the
role of parasites in primate socioecol-
ogy and conservation is to improve
our knowledge of primate parasites

and their occurrence in natural popu-
lations. Which parasites are found in
wild primates and what percentage of
any given population is infected with
different parasites? How do parasite
richness and infection rates correlate
with primate traits such as group size,
diet, or body mass? Which parasites
do wild primates share with humans
and domesticated animals, and do
particular host traits, such as habitat
use, facilitate the sharing of parasites
among host species? Are parasites go-
ing extinct as their primate host pop-
ulations decline? If so, would saving
particular parasites help or harm their
threatened hosts?

To begin addressing these ques-
tions, we have compiled a compre-
hensive database on the parasites of
free-living primates and other mam-
mals.11–13 The primate component of
this Global Mammal Parasite Data-
base is now freely available for others
to access via the World Wide Web at
http://www.mammalparasites.org/.
Records in the GMPD are based pri-
marily on reports of parasites and
pathogens from the published litera-
ture. The database will be regularly
updated as new information is pub-
lished or uncovered in our ongoing
literature searches. The information
provided covers all major groups of
micro- and macro-parasites found in
wild primates, including helminths,
protozoa, viruses, bacteria, arthro-
pods and fungi (Fig. 1).

In collating this database, we
searched the literature for reports of
parasites from wild primate popula-
tions by using primate species Latin
binomials as search keywords in on-
line reference databases, such as Bio-
logical Abstracts, AGRICOLA, Med-
line, PrimateLit, and Web of Science.
We also searched by primate genus

name, following the taxonomic
scheme of Corbet and Hill,14 as well as
by common taxonomic variants.15,16

For each parasite reported from a
wild primate population, we recorded
information on host species, parasite
species, and sampling locality. The
first version of the dataset placed on-
line includes 2,462 lines of data, each
line capturing a record of a parasite
species reported from a wild host pop-
ulation. This database includes infor-
mation on 119 primate species and
over 400 parasite species. We updated
parasite species names based on cur-
rent online databases. Parasite no-
menclature for viruses followed the
International Committee on the Tax-
onomy of Viruses database, which is
available online (http://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/ICTVdb/Ictv/). Nomen-
clature for other parasite species fol-
lowed the taxonomic guidelines
published by the National Center for
Biotechnology Information.

On the GMPD search screen, users
can identify search terms that specify
parasite name, host name, parasite
type (using the taxonomic groups
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Figure 1. Taxonimic distribution of parasites
reported from 119 species of free-living pri-
mates (N � 415 parasite species).
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listed above), or primate lineage (pro-
simians, New World monkeys, Old
World monkeys, and apes). The input
format is set up to search for charac-
ter strings within words, so that the
full parasite or host species name
need not be entered. This is important
because, in some cases, especially
with the older literature, it was impos-
sible to identify hosts or parasites be-
low the genus level. Users can also
specify whether records of “zero prev-
alence” are provided, in which inves-
tigators searched for a parasite but
failed to find it. Output includes host-
parasite species combinations along
with information on the prevalence of
infection, the location where sam-
pling took place, the numbers of ani-
mals sampled, and full reference in-
formation. The data are presented in
rows and columns in the web browser
window, which can easily be copied
into a spreadsheet program. Currently
we are developing a protocol that will
allow users to submit new informa-
tion or make corrections to the data-
base; for now, new submissions and
comments can be sent to us via an
e-mail link on the GMPD search page.

We request that users cite this pub-
lication in studies that use informa-
tion derived from GMPD Database.
Previous versions of this database
have been used to investigate parasite
species richness in primates,11 host
diversification in relation to parasite
diversity,12 prevalence in threatened
primates,17 and associations between
transmission mode and host specific-
ity in parasites of primates.13 Addi-
tional databases on carnivores, ungu-
lates, and squirrels will be available
through the GMPD in the future, al-
lowing comparisons of disease risk
among major mammalian orders, as
well as providing a better understand-
ing of overlap in the parasite commu-
nities of mammals. A general over-
view of parasites in mammalian

sociality and conservation can be
found in Altizer and coworkers18 and
Nunn and Altizer.19
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