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I 
EDITORIAL 1 

Ecology and Taxonomy of Allergenic I 
Domestic Mites t 

Introduction/Domestic Mites 

There are several thousands of 
mite species, which have a free, sa
prophagous or parasitic way of 
living, but never come into close 
contact with men. Of the relatively 
few which do live in the human en
vironment1 the best known are some 
of medical importance like scabies 
mites, or chigger mites; or some of 
economic importance like spider mites, 
and storage mites. There is, however, 
a group of mites which tends to 
share the human habitat or the human 
"nest": the Domestic Mites.2 Within 
this ecologically defined group we 
distinguish other sub-groups, like 
house dust mites, storage mites, and 
their predators and parasites.3 

House Dust Mites 

The definition of house dust 
mites is: those members of the nest 
dwelling mite family Pyroglyphidae, 
which have been found regularly in 
the human home. Of the appro 40 
members of this whole family, about 
10 species could be considered as 
true house dust mites) These mites 
appear to be well adapted to the con
ditions in the human home, and they 
probably play a useful role in a 

biological recycling process for 
human waste products. Particularly 
for Dermatophagoides pteronys
sinus, which has a very wide-spread 
occurrence in Europe, Asia and 
America, the ecological aspects have 
been studied.4 Their natural diet 
is almost certainly (human) skin 
scales; the optimum temperature 
for their population growth lies 
around 25°C, and their relative air 
humidity preference is around 80070. 
These two physical parameters are 
of decisive importance for their 
(relative) presence in various envi
ronments and seasons. They are com
mon in moderate to damp climates, 
and during the not-dry indoor air 
period of the year. They are absent 
or low in numbers in constantly dry 
climates, and during the dry indoor 
air periods. It seems that these eco
logical characteristics are very much 
the same, although not identical, 
for other common pyrogJyphid house 
dust mites like D. jarinae, D. micro
ceras, and Euroglyphus maynei. 

Storage Mites 
Most of the other mites which 

may live in the human habitat, are 
representatives of the storage mites, 

like Acarus siro, Tyrophagus spp, 
Lepidog/yphus destructor, G/ycy
phagus domesticus, Blomia tropica
lis and many others, belonging to 
various mite families. Although 
their occurrence in the human dwell
ing is considered to be less typical 
than that of pyroglyphid house dust 
mites, they can develop into massive 
populations not only in stored food 
supplies, but also in human homes, 
provided that ecological conditions 
are favourable. 

Allergenic Species Specificity 

From allergological point of 
view. it has been shown that there 
is concurrency in allergic sensitiza
tion to mites and mutual inhibition 
of allergens, suggesting cross reacti

vity, at least to a certain level. 5 On 
the other hand there is also species 
specificity of the allergenic products. 
Therefore. it is of great importance 
that also in allergological work. a 
correct identification of the mites 
encountered is carried out. To faci
litate this, pictorial keys for the most 
frequent allergenic domestic mites 
have been published recently. 6 
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