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Introduction
The Neotropical deer ked, Lipoptena mazamae Rondani, is 
a common ectoparasite of the white-tailed deer (Odocoi-
leus virginianus) in the southeastern United States. The 
louse flies (Hippoboscidae) are obligate blood-feeding 
ectoparasites of birds and mammals. Both adult males and 
females feed on the blood of their host. They are adapted 
for clinging to and moving through the plumage and pelage 
of their hosts. Strongly specialized claws help them cling 
to the hair or feathers of their particular host species. Deer 
keds have wings when they emerge from their puparium, 
but lose their wings once they find a host (deer).

Synonomy
Lipoptena odocoilei is a synonym of Lipoptena mazamae 
suppressed by Maa (1965).

Distribution
This fly is an obligate parasite of white-tailed deer and red 
brocket deer (Mazama americana). It occurs on white-
tailed deer throughout Florida and the southeastern United 
States north at least to Virginia and Oklahoma (Kocan 
2003) and south through Panama in Central America 
and as far south as northeastern Brazil (Neotropical and 

southern Nearctic regions) (Bequaert 1942). It also occurs 
on red brocket deer from Mexico to northern Argentina 
(Bequaert 1942).

Identification
Neotropical deer keds are brown, dorso-ventrally flattened 
flies that live in the pelage of deer. It is the only deer ked 
currently found on white-tailed deer in the southeastern 
United States. They are often misidentified as ticks by hunt-
ers, but can be identified as insects because they have six 
legs and three body regions (head, thorax and abdomen). 
The winged flies are rarely seen because they lose their 
wings soon after finding a host. Females are larger than 
males (females 3.5–4.5 mm and male 3 mm head and body 
length). They have a tough exoskeleton that protects them 
from being crushed by the grooming host and this adds 
to the perception that these are ticks. They are larger than 
most lice and move faster than either ticks or lice.

Other member of this genus that occur on deer are: 
Lipoptena cervi, the Old World deer ked of red deer (Cervus 
elephus) and other Old World deer which has been intro-
duced into New England. Lipoptena depressa, the western 
American deer ked, found on mule deer (Odocoileus 
hemionus) and white-tailed deer in the western United 
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States and Canada along the Rocky Mountains. A related 
species is Neolipoptena ferrisi, the Pacific deer ked, found on 
white-tailed and mule deer from British Columbia, Canada 
to Baja California, Mexico (Maa 1965, Stickland et al 1981).

Life Histories and Habitat
Deer keds have a very interesting reproductive strategy. 
The female produces one larva at a time and retains the 
developing larva in her body until it is ready to pupate. 
The larva feeds on the secretions of a “milk gland” in the 
uterus of its mother. After three larval instars, the larva has 
reached its maximum size, the mother gives birth to the 
white pre-pupa which immediately begins to darken and 
form the puparium or pupal shell. The pupa falls from the 
deer and is usually deposited where the deer bedded. When 
the fly has completed its metamorphosis, the winged adult 
emerges from the puparium and flies in search of a host. 
After finding a host the adult fly breaks off its wings and is 
now permanently associated with that one deer. Both sexes 
feed on the blood of the host deer.

Hosts
This fly is an obligate parasite of New World deer. It has 
been collected on white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) 
from the southeastern United States to Brazil (Bequaert 
1942) and red brocket deer (Mazama americana) from 
Mexico and Central America (Wenzel and Tipton, 1966) to 
northern Argentina (Bequaert 1942). In ectoparasite studies 
conducted by Donald J. Forrester and Sam R. Telford, Jr., 
they found that 84% of 237 deer sampled from 1984 to 1989 
in Collier County, Florida were infested with Neotropical 
deer keds and 31% of 26 deer sampled in 1988 and 1989 in 
Monroe and Dade counties, Florida were infested (Forrester 
1992). Two bucks (3 1/2 and 1 1/2 years old) were examined 
in Collier County, FL in October 2001 and both harbored 
large populations (>50) of wingless adult flies. A doe (1 1/2 
years old) was examined in Calhoun County, FL in Novem-
ber 2002 and had over one hundred adult flies in the pelage 
on its neck, flanks and belly (Kern, personal observation).

Figure 1. Dorsal view of a female deer ked, Lipoptena mazamae 
Rondani.
Credits: Karen Wheeler, UF/IFAS

Figure 2. Dorsal view of a male deer ked, Lipoptena mazamae Rondani.
Credits: Karen Wheeler, UF/IFAS

Figure 3. Lipoptena cervi, a species related to Lipoptena mazamae 
Rondani, showing a young fly prior to losing its wings.
Credits: Steve Jacobs, Penn State University
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Medical and Veterinary 
Importance
No parasites, predators, or diseases have been described 
from the Neotropical deer ked on white tailed deer. They 
are not known to transmit any disease to deer or humans. 
Hunters dressing harvested deer are likely to encounter 
these flies and possibly may be bitten.
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