Fecal Sample Collecting 101

Introduction:  I realize that collecting fecal material is distasteful, but it is something that is frequently necessary in parasite studies.   Always remember that such material may contain infective materials and should be handled accordingly.

There are a number of methods of collecting fecal material, depending upon the host.  Patience, a cardboard specimen cup and a tongue blade will yield specimens from common domestic livestock.  Material can be removed from the ground but it may contain free-living nematodes, protozoa or spores.  A fresh specimen is, of course, preferred over one that is several days old.

Collection methods:  Sandwich “baggies” may be inverted, fit over your hand, and formed stools picked up.  Re-invert the bag and seal it with a “twisty”.  This way you can pick up what you want with your fingers at no risk of contamination.  You can also use zip-lock sandwich bags.  If you don’t seal the bag too tightly, it will allow for the passage of air so that organisms can survive for several hours, especially if refrigerated.  Rubber gloves can be used to take a rectal sample from some animals.  It is probably best when collecting human specimens to ask the subject’s cooperation and allow them to collect the specimen themselves!  

Formed stools are more likely to contain cysts, while watery stools may contain trophozoites.  All specimens are best examined within a few hours, but especially loose stools, since trophozoites may not remain motile or even viable once removed from the host.  

Preferred hosts:  Horse, donkey, sheep or cattle are the best bets, but get animals that are NOT well cared for.  Commercial operations worm routinely so we won't find anything in the samples.  Wild grazing animal droppings can be used, but it is hard to know how fresh they are and they are often infected more sporadically than animals trapped in a pasture together.  Hobbyhorse outfits with a handful of horses grazing together work well.  Fresh is best but if you have to collect early, keep the specimen refrigerated, but NOT frozen until the day of class (10/16/08).  Collect an amount as large as a large handful or approximately 2 cups.

