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Canine visceral leishmaniasis (VL) is transmitted mainly through bites of sandflies, although 

transmission by genital contact has been suggested. The present study aimed to evaluate the 

parasitic loads and inflammatory processes in genital tissues from seropositive male dogs, and 

to investigate the possibility of venereal transmission of canine VL. The study population 

consisted of 45 unneutered male dogs, each of which had been positively diagnosed with VL, 

separated into groups containing symptomatic (n = 23) and asymptomatic (n = 22) animals. 

The control group (n = 2) comprised healthy seronegative animals presenting negative results 

in the direct parasitological test. Bone marrow samples were collected in order to identify the 

infective species of Leishmania, while samples from ear tip skin, foreskin, glans penis, testis, 

epididymis and prostate were collected for evaluation of parasitic load and inflammatory 

infiltrate. DNA from Leishmania spp. could be detected in 30 tissue samples, and in 19 of these 

the infective agent was identified unequivocally as L. infantum. Although ear tip skin was the 

most intensely parasitized, pairwise comparisons revealed that parasitism in this tissue was 

not significantly higher (P>0.05) than that present in foreskin or epididymis samples. Parasitic 

loads in testis and prostate samples were significantly lower than those in other tissues (P< 

0.05), whereas in the genital tissues correlations ranged from moderate to weak but were 

without statistical significance. The results demonstrate that the genital tissues of seropositive 

male dogs can carry a large number of Leishmania amastigotes. It is concluded that venereal 

transmission of canine VL is possible during copulation either through mucosal lesions or via 

the semen. 
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