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Flea Identification
and its Role in Flea Control
Fleas are common ectoparasites of household pets and a significant cause of
skin disease, vector-borne transmission and erosion of the human-animal bond.
This makes flea control on pets and in households vital. An overlooked component
of this is considering which genus of flea might be present and how this might affect
control strategies. The type of flea present may affect the extent of environmental
contamination, rate of exposure of pets and whether fleas can infest humans.
This article considers methods of flea identification, different genera of flea and
their significance in UK flea control.
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Introduction

Fleas are common ectoparasites of cats
and dogs with infestation potentially
leading to skin disease, owner revulsion,
human flea bites and vector-borne
disease transmission. This has led to much
focus on different aspects of flea control
including consideration of treatment
choice and frequency, pet and owner
lifestyle, compliance, whether insecticide
resistance may be present, and the likely
time required to eliminate an infestation.
An often over-looked factor however, is
which genus of flea might be present and
how this might affect control. Some fleas
may not be living on household pets but
represent purely environmental infestation.
Pet lifestyles may lead to constant reexposure to fleas which are ill adapted
to living in households, making avoiding
exposure as important as environmental
control. Others are capable of infesting
humans as well as pets. All of these factors
make establishing the type of flea present
important if flea control appears to be
being lost. This article considers methods
of flea identification and the significance
of different genera in flea control.

Cat flea life cycle as
the basis of flea control
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The flea most commonly seen on
both dogs and cats is the “cat flea”,
Ctenocephalides felis. These fleas have a
capability for rapid reproduction, laying
eggs within 24 hours of feeding and
producing 40-50 eggs per day. The eggs
hatch in 1-6 days and the larvae can
pupate in as little as 10-20 days under
warm humid conditions. Adult fleas
can then emerge from pupae in as little
as three weeks. This means that under
household conditions, the life cycle can
be completed in less than eight weeks

(Blagburn and Dryden 2009). The speed
and reproductive potential of this life cycle
means just a few adult fleas can lead to
established flea populations in homes very
rapidly with 95% of the flea population in
the environment as eggs, larvae and pupae.
Although adults can emerge quickly
from pupae under favorable conditions of
warmth and high humidity, they can also
survive for up to two years if conditions
are unfavorable. These factors mean
that for flea elimination programmes to
be successful, adult fleas must be killed
on the pet before they can initiate egg
production. Use of growth regulators,
environmental insecticides and daily
vacuuming are also useful at reducing
environmental stages but will have limited
impact on pupae. Rapid and sustained
elimination of adult fleas is therefore
the lynchpin of cat flea control. When
other genera of flea are present however,
a shift in emphasis may be required. If
flea control is therefore failing in the face
of apparent effective adulticide use, fleas
should be collected for identification.

Collection of fleas
for identification

Use of a flea comb on the head, neck,
back and groin of suspected flea infested
pets will allow confirmation of a flea
infestation, either by collection of adult
fleas on the comb or by flea faeces and
eggs being present. Flea dirt appears as
black specks that turn red on damp
cotton wool. Flea eggs are white in
appearance and approximately 0.5mm
long. If adult fleas are not found or
successfully collected through combing,
then fly paper can also be used by
positioning it perpendicular to carpets or
bedding at ground level to catch emerging

