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Name This Pest!
Worked out what this is from the last issue? Find out on the next page!
t

Hint: while it is obviously a flea, can you name the species? This was once very common and ex-
tremely widespread, but in some countries has not been seen for decades.
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Human Flea 

Also known as ‘House Fleas’ 
Text by Merilyn J. Geary

The human or house flea is probably the 
only flea species in history that has brought 
applause and accolades from human 

audiences for its unique appearances in flea circuses 
around the world. As the species name implies, 
Pulex irritans, the flea is much better known for its 
nuisance value as well as its vector status in relation 
to humans and their health. This flea is medically 
significant as it has the capacity to move disease 
causing pathogens between wild reservoir hosts 
to domestic pets and rodents, and then ultimately 
to the human population. In developed countries 
it is now less commonly associated with human 
habitation due to better housekeeping practices, 
efficient cleaning devices and effective insecticides. 
However, small populations of this flea may still be 
present in a range of coarse coated mammals close 
by to human settlements

ADULTS
Pulex irritans adults are a rusty red brown in 
colour, shiny and measure between 2.0-3.5mm in 
length, the male always being smaller. They are 
strongly flattened laterally and have a scattering of 
backward pointing spines and hairs that assist them 
in their parasitic ways. Each adult flea has six, five 
segmented legs with large coxae to enable sudden 
propulsion (i.e. jumping). The flea’s head is short 
but well equipped with antennae, ocelli and other 
sensory organs to assist in locating a suitable host 
through light variation, carbon dioxide detection, 
changing air currents, odours, and vibrations. Once a 
suitable host is detected, the flea’s efficient piercing 
and sucking mouthparts enable easy access to the 
host’s blood capillaries. 

Human fleas were often dressed up as people. Source: Wikipedia, CC licence
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IMMATURE STAGES
The female flea has the capacity to lay 400 eggs 
during her life span. Each egg is white, oval in 
shape and can be lain directly on the host or on the 
immediate substrate. Hatching occurs within 4-6 
days of deposition, or can be delayed. The legless 
pale coloured larval stage has 13 segments, is 
extremely active with a distinct head, with no eyes. 
Its cylindrical body has a sparse covering of strong 
hairs that point backwards and a pair of sclerotized 
hooks that are found on the larva’s final body 
segment. Throughout the three instars or growth 
stages, the larvae are nonparasitic and feed only 
on a diet of environmental debris or faecal material 
from the adult fleas. After 2-3 weeks, the mature 
larva spins a loosely woven ovoid cocoon of silk 
from its salivary glands. The freshly spun silk attracts 
fine particles to the surface of the cocoon, that aids 
in camouflage. The pupation stage can be as short 
as several weeks but will be dependent on other 
factors such as temperature and host availability. 

DISTRIBUTION
This flea has been recorded worldwide with the 
exception of polar regions.

HABITAT
The different life stages of Pulex irritans fleas are 
found in close proximity to their chosen host. As 
this flea will blood feed on most large mammals, 
wild and domestic, the potential habitat is vast. This 
flea does particularly well in animal sheds as the 
continuous supply of manure, and a readily available 
blood source, ensure optimal conditions for survival. 

BIOLOGY
The human flea undergoes complete 

metamorphosis. It is known to 
live well in excess of a year and 
can breed throughout that time. 
Adult fleas exhibit no mating 
rituals or illustrate any parental 
care. Both sexes of the flea 
require a blood meal, but for 
the female flea it is vital for the 
production of viable eggs. Flea 
eggs and other immature stages 
provide a ready food supply for 
a range predators that include 
beetles, mites, pseudoscorpions, 
and ants. Given the adult flea’s 
ability to rapidly jump vertically it 
has a prefect escape mechanism 
to avoid predation, although 
many hosts can dislodge this 
parasite through grooming and 
constant scratching.

MEDICAL IMPORTANCE
Pulex irritans is a known vector 

of several important pathogens associated with 
plague, murine typhus, and rickettsia. This flea is an 
intermediate host for parasitic worms that include 
the dog tapeworm and the dwarf tapeworm. 
Bite reaction in humans often results in irritation 
and a papular rash. An allergic reaction may have 
additional symptoms of swelling, burning or redness 
at each raised itchy bite site. Flea bites can appear 
in small clusters and may persist for several weeks. 
Individuals that suffer from excessive bites have 
been known to develop anaemia and secondary skin 
infections.

TREATMENT & CONTROL
In order to achieve effective control of this pest 
species it is imperative to treat both animal hosts 
and their immediate environment. This may include 
removal of infested bedding material and treatment 
of animal shelters, kennels and sheds, in addition 
to an anti-parasitic treatment for any domestic pets 
and infested livestock.  Domestic dwellings must 
be treated in conjunction to external structures if 
extermination is to be achieved. Good housekeeping 
practices should be undertaken on a regular basis to 
eliminate potential habitat for this flea. Insecticides 
utilised for control must have residual properties to 
work towards achieving elimination of this insect 
pest. 

Merilyn J. Geary runs the pathology service at the 
Department of Medical Entomology at Westmead 
Hospital, Sydney, Australia.

Flea Circus. Source: Wikipedia, CC licence
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Name This Pest!
Find out what this is in the next edition
Stephen L. Doggett 

Hint: this spiky little fellow can produce nasty skin irritations with those spines. You 
may  think you know what this is, but guess again as it is not the most commonly seen 

species in this group. Length around 10mm.
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