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Session 1: What is 
Chagas Disease?



History of Chagas Disease

Distribution:
• Endemic in the Americas
• Cases outside of the Americas are from 

migration/relocation
• CDC estimates 300,000 infected individuals 

living in U.S. and 8-11 million infected 
individuals living in Latin America

• 28,000 new cases yearly in 21 countries of the 
Americas

• 8,000 of those cases are newborns

Overview:
• Named after Brazilian 

physician Carlos 
Chagas in 1909

Causative Agent:
Trypanosoma cruzi,
a hemoflagellate
protozoan parasite



Chagas Disease in Texas

Statistics:
• 156 diagnosed cases in Texas from 2013-

2018
• 26 cases locally acquired
• 92 cases imported
• 38 cases unknown etiology

• Most imported cases found in Harris 
County

• Most locally acquired cases found in Bexar 
County

https://www.dshs.texas.gov/IDCU/disease/chagas/Chagas-Disease-Data.aspx

https://www.dshs.texas.gov/IDCU/disease/chagas/Chagas-Disease-Data.aspx


Transmission Cycle and Vectors



Modes of Transmission

• Most common mode of infection:
Kissing bug bites and defecates near the bite 
site allowing T. Cruzi contained in the feces to enter the 
host’s blood stream

• Other possible modes of infection
• Congenital
• Blood products
• Solid organ transplantation
• Laboratory accident
• Contaminated food or drink



Hodo, Carolyn & Hamer, Sarah. (2017). Toward an Ecological Framework for Assessing Reservoirs of Vector-Borne Pathogens: Wildlife Reservoirs of Trypanosoma cruzi 
across the Southern United States. ILAR journal / National Research Council, Institute of Laboratory Animal Resources. 2017. 1-14. 10.1093/ilar/ilx020. 

Chagas is a vector-
borne disease with 
many animal 
reservoirs



T. Cruzi trypomastigotes in Blood Stream

The parasite undergoes changes
in the host.  
• First entering as a metacyclic trypomastigote at 

the bite site
• Next invading cells in the body and changing to 

amastigotes, which begin to multiply within the 
cells 

• Amastigotes multiply and break out and reenter 
the blood stream as trypomastigotes that 
invade other cells in different tissues of the 
body. 

Amastigotes multiplying within cells



Human Transmission Cycle



Three species of Kissing bugs vectors 
commonly found in Texas.

3 most common species 
found in Texas

Nymphs (juveniles)

Photos courtesy of Dr. Gabriel Hamer and Dr. Rachel Curtis-Robles,  Texas A&M



Key features of non-Kissing bugs.

Curtis-Robles R, Wozniak EJ, Auckland LD, Hamer GL, Hamer SA (2015) Combining Public Health Education and Disease Ecology Research: Using Citizen Science to Assess Chagas 
Disease Entomological Risk in Texas. PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases 9(12): e0004235. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pntd.0004235
http://journals.plos.org/plosntds/article?id=10.1371/journal.pntd.0004235

Wheel Bug

Leaf-footed Bug

Squash Bug

Kissing Bug-thin, straight mouth parts

Non-Kissing Bug, thick, curved mouthparts

http://journals.plos.org/plosntds/article?id=10.1371/journal.pntd.0004235


Testing bugs
Research shows approximately 65% or more 
of triatomines in Texas have tested positive 
for the T. cruzi parasite that causes Chagas. 

TX DSHS will test kissing bugs found inside 
of homes or associated with a human 
exposure.

Texas A&M will test bugs found outside the 
home and NOT associated with human bites. 

Bugs submitted for testing will be tested for 
1) the parasite and if found positive 2) a  
human blood meal

If positive for both parasite and human 
blood, the exposed person should have their 
blood tested for Chagas 

https://www.dshs.texas.gov/IDCU/health/zoonosis/Triatomine-Testing.aspx

https://www.dshs.texas.gov/IDCU/health/zoonosis/Triatomine-Testing.aspx


Links to Resources

CDC Website:  www.cdc.gov/parasites/chagas

Provides access to
national databases
with emphasis on 
trends, treatments,
and resources/
publications.

http://www.cdc.gov/parasites/chagas


Links to resources

DSHS Website:  www.dshs.state.tx.us/idcu/disease/chagas

Provides state specific
data and resources
to use for education.

http://www.dshs.state.tx.us/idcu/disease/chagas


Links to Resources

Helps provide illustrations
of triatomine bugs for 
easier identification and 
elimination of similar 
looking insects. Also accepts 
bugs for testing

TAMU website: https://kissingbug.tamu.edu

https://kissingbug.tamu.edu/


Case Study Session 1

• Mother finds kissing bug in child’s bed
• "What usually happens" vs "Correct next steps"



Summary

• Chagas disease is caused by a parasite called T.cruzi that lives in the gut of a triatomine bug (also 
called a “kissing bug” or “chinche beuscona”)

• Chagas disease is primarily spread through contact with the contaminated feces of the Kissing 
Bug

• Congenital transmission (mother-to-child) is also of concern 
• Chagas is endemic in Latin America and the vector is also found in the Southern U.S.
• Humans and animals can both be infected with the parasite



Summary

• A single bite from a Kissing Bug does not mean the person is infected
• The kissing bug must be positive for T. cruzi and the feces must enter the wound

• Local transmission (in the U.S.) is a possibility, but not common
• TxDSHS can test kissing bugs for T.cruzi if associated with a human exposure

• If the kissing bug is positive for T.cruzi, a blood meal analysis will be completed to test for human blood

• Testing the exposed person for Chagas may be recommended, but waiting to be tested may be 
necessary 

NEXT SESSION: Chagas disease and its symptoms/treatment 

Photo from: https://web.diarioelunodetehuacan.com/nacional/la-enfermedad-de-chagas/

https://web.diarioelunodetehuacan.com/nacional/la-enfermedad-de-chagas/


Thank you!

Next sessions –
• Session 2: Chagas disease and its symptoms/treatment

• October 30th 11am

• Session 3: Chagas disease health threat to pregnant and reproductive age women
• November 6th 11am

• Session 4: Talking about Chagas disease and prevention
• November 13th 11am
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