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Parasites can provide powerful insights into host evolution and
biogeography. The bird Sapayoa aenigma, the only Neotropical member
of the otherwise Old World clade Eurylaimides, has long puzzled
ornithologists due to its phylogenetic placement and uncertain
biogeographic origin. We investigated the evolutionary origin of a chewing
louse in the genus Myrsidea found on Sapayoa. Using genome-wide data
from 91 Myrsidea specimens from oscine, suboscine and non-passerine
hosts, we reconstructed a global phylogeny to evaluate hypotheses about
the origin of Sapayoa and its parasite. Phylogenomic, molecular dating
and cophylogenetic analyses support a scenario in which the Myrsidea
lineage on Sapayoa originated outside the Neotropics and was acquired via
host-switching from an Old World oscine. The parasite’s divergence time
(24.4-17.9 Ma) postdates the split between Sapayoa and other Eurylaimides,
ruling out strict codivergence. Ancestral host reconstruction supports an
oscine origin and Old World acquisition, and biogeographic analysis also
indicates Old World origins, though with uncertainty in the exact region.
These findings support a co-dispersal scenario in which Sapayoa acquired
its parasite in the Old World and brought it to the Neotropics. Our study
highlights the value of parasites as complementary tools for disentangling
complex evolutionary and biogeographic histories. A Spanish translation is
available in the electronic supplementary material.

1. Introduction

Parasites are not only ubiquitous components of biodiversity but also
powerful markers of host evolutionary history, biogeography and ecological
interactions [1-5]. Many permanent parasites form long-term, host-specific
associations, making their diversity and phylogenetic relationships valuable
proxies for those of their hosts, especially in lineages with complex or
ambiguous phylogenies or biogeographic origins [6,7].

Among these, parasitic lice (Insecta: Phthiraptera) are particularly valuable
for such evolutionary inferences. These permanent ectoparasites stand out as
one of the most diverse and best-studied ectoparasitic groups. Lice exhibit
high host specificity, limited dispersal ability and primarily vertical transmis-
sion [8,9]. Their mitochondrial genomes evolve up to 10 times faster than
those of their hosts, and their rapid generation times make them sensitive
to recent evolutionary events [10,11]. These features make lice exception-
ally useful for detecting fine-scale population structure, uncovering cryptic
speciation, and identifying signatures of codivergence (parallel divergence of
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parasites and hosts) or host-switching (colonization of new host lineages), ultimately serving as independent markers to n
uncover the evolutionary history of their hosts.

Lice have been used to study host evolution across a range of temporal and spatial scales. At the population level, for
instance, they have revealed genetic structure across island systems that are sometimes undetected in the hosts themselves
[12]. In highly diverse regions such as Amazonia, lice have helped trace evolutionary patterns across biogeographic barriers
with remarkable resolution [13]. For instance, lice in the genus Furnaricola on the woodcreeper Dendrocincla fuliginosa show
deeply divergent clades on opposite banks of the Negro River, mirroring strong genetic structure in their hosts and suggesting
long-term isolation and possible cryptic speciation [13]. By contrast, lice in the genera Myrsidea and Tyranniphilopterus on the
manakin Dixiphia pipra, a species with little population structure, exhibit minimal genetic divergence across the same barrier.
These contrasting Amazonian patterns demonstrate how parasite phylogeography can illuminate host evolutionary histories
at fine spatial scales. At deeper timescales, phylogenies of lice and their hosts can provide reciprocal insights. For example,
the discovery that grebes are closely related to flamingos led to a reinterpretation of the direction of host switching of lice
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between flamingos and ducks [6]. Taken together, these examples underscore the value of lice as independent and often more
sensitive indicators of host diversification, biogeography and evolutionary history. Given this potential, parasite phylogenies are
especially powerful in systems where host evolutionary relationships or biogeographic origins remain debated.

A striking example is Sapayoa aenigma (Sapayoa, hereafter), a Neotropical suboscine (Passeriformes) bird whose evolutionary
affinities have puzzled ornithologists for decades [14-18]. As the sole representative of the family Sapayoidae [19], Sapayoa
aenigma inhabits a restricted range in the Choco biogeographic region of western Colombia, Panama and Ecuador [20].
Despite its exclusively Neotropical distribution, molecular analyses have consistently placed Sapayoa within the Old World
suboscines (Eurylaimides: broadbills, pittas and asities) rather than among geographically proximate Neotropical suboscines
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[14,15,17,19,21,22]. This unexpected phylogenetic placement has led to two main biogeographic hypotheses: (i) the relict
hypothesis, which proposes that Sapayoa is the last surviving member of an ancient lineage that diversified within the Neotropics;
and (ii) the colonizer hypothesis, which suggests that Sapayoa dispersed to South America from an Old World ancestor [15,19,21].
These alternatives reflect broader hypotheses about the origin and dispersal routes of Eurylaimides (Old World suboscines),
including when and how this lineage colonized or retreated from the Neotropics [21-23].

To evaluate these alternative hypotheses, we examined the evolutionary history of Sapayoa’s parasites, specifically the louse
genus Myrsidea (Phthiraptera: Amblycera: Menoponidae). As the most species-rich genus of avian lice, Myrsidea parasitizes a
wide array of passerines, as well as some non-passerines, and typically exhibits high host specificity, with most species limited
to a single host species or genus [9,24]. While codivergence is common, host-switching and regional biogeographic structure are
also well documented [25-27]. Myrsidea is currently the only louse genus reported from Sapayoa. Thus, its evolutionary history
provides a unique opportunity to test among biogeographic scenarios proposed for Sapayoa, incorporating parasite-specific
processes such as host associations, codivergence and host-switching into a broader framework of avian evolution.

Here, we reconstruct a global phylogenomic tree of Myrsidea based on genome-wide data from 92 specimens collected
from oscine, suboscine and non-passerine hosts across Neotropical and non-Neotropical regions. This framework allows us to
evaluate the phylogenetic placement of Myrsidea from Sapayoa and test two competing hypotheses for its origin: a Neotropical
origin (relict hypothesis) or a non-Neotropical origin (colonizer hypothesis), each implying different evolutionary histories for the
parasite.

Under a codivergence scenario, Sapayoa’s Myrsidea could reflect an ancient association inherited from an ancestral host
lineage. If its origin lies outside the Neotropics (colonizer hypothesis), we would expect the louse to cluster with Old World
Muyrsidea lineages from broadbills (suboscines) and show phylogenetic patterns consistent with deep codivergence and
subsequent dispersal into the Neotropics. Alternatively, if the association arose within the Neotropics (relict hypothesis), we
might expect the lice of Sapayoa to fall among a clade of lice from suboscines more broadly, potentially a relict from a more
diverse Neotropical assemblage.

Under a host-switching scenario, Myrsidea parasite lineages could have been acquired either as a recipient (switching from
another host onto Sapayoa) or as a donor (transferring from Sapayoa to other passerines), and these patterns would be reflected in
the phylogenetic relationships. Such events could have taken place in the Neotropics, either after Sapayoa’s arrival from the Old
World (colonizer hypothesis) or as part of a long-standing Neotropical association (relict hypothesis). Alternatively, a host-switching
event may have occurred in the Old World prior to dispersal into the Neotropics (colonizer hypothesis). In either case, the
phylogenetic placement of Sapayoa’s Myrsidea relative to other lice provides key evidence to distinguish among these scenarios.

2. Material and methods

(a) Taxon sampling and genome sequencing

We selected 91 Myrsidea and one Apomyrsidea specimen from the parvorder Amblycera (family Menoponidae), each from a
distinct host species spanning 55 avian families for genomic sequencing (electronic supplementary material, table S1). Bird
taxonomy follows AviList Checklist [28]. Sampling focused on representing major passeriform lineages (oscines and suboscines)
and also included Myrsidea from Piciformes (non-passerines) to provide a comprehensive phylogenetic context. Seven outgroup
taxa from three louse genera were included based on current knowledge of amblyceran relationships [29], and the tree was
rooted on the genus Chapinia.

Genome sequencing, gene assembly and phylogenetic analyses were conducted following protocols outlined in [30], with the
detailed coding pipeline provided in the electronic supplementary material. Louse samples were obtained either through field
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collections by the authors or from genetic resources collections (95% ethanol and —80 °C). We collected Myrsidea specimens from [ 3]
Sapayoa in its southern range (electronic supplementary material, figure S1). Whole louse individuals were entirely consumed
during the extraction process, so voucher photographs were taken prior to extraction (available at [31]).

DNA was extracted using the Qiagen QIAamp DNA Micro Kit, with a 48 h incubation at 55 °C. Libraries were prepared
with the UltraLow input kit from Tecan, indexed, pooled at 48 samples per lane, and sequenced on an Illumina NovaSeq X Plus
(150 bp PE reads) platform, aiming to achieve 30-60x nuclear coverage. Reads were demultiplexed with bcl2fastq v. 2.20 and
deposited in NCBI SRA (electronic supplementary material, table S1).

(b) Gene assembly and phylogenomic analysis

Reads were trimmed using fastp v. 0.20.1 (Q >30) [32], and aTRAM v. 2.3.4 [33] was used to assemble 2395 single-copy
orthologues against a reference panel of protein-coding genes from Pediculus humanus using tblastn and ABySS over three
iterations. Exons were stitched with Exonerate [34]. Genes that were assembled from fewer than four samples were excluded (36
in total), leaving 2359 genes for analysis.

For each gene, DNA sequences from individual samples were concatenated using a custom R script. Nucleotide sequences
were translated into amino acid sequences, then aligned using MAFFT v. 7.471 [35,36] and back-translated to nucleotides.
Alignments were trimmed with trimAL (gap threshold = 0.4%) [37] and concatenated with AMAS v. 1.0 [38]. Phylogenetic
reconstruction was conducted with IQ-TREE2 v. 2.1.2 [39] under a partitioned maximum likelihood model (-m TESTMERGE
option, -p) [40,41] and -rclusterf 10 [42]. These parameters were then used in a search using the IQ-TREE algorithm [43]. Node
support was assessed with 1000 ultrafast bootstrap (UFBoot2) [44,45]. ML gene trees were inferred with IQ-TREE2 (-m MFP),
and species trees were estimated using ASTRAL-III under the multispecies coalescent model [46] which also computed local
posterior probabilities for each node.
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(c) Molecular dating and biogeographic analysis

Molecular dating was conducted using LSD2 (least squares dating [47]); on the maximum likelihood (ML) tree. Based on a
recent dating of Amblycera [29], we incorporated two secondary calibrations within the outgroup genus Dennyus and used the
upper bound of the 95% confidence interval (54.3 Ma) as a soft maximum for the root calibration—an approach commonly
employed in louse molecular dating studies [29,30,48]. This calibration corresponds to the estimated divergence between the
Myrsidea ingroup and the designated outgroup (Chapinia). Najer et al. [29] derived their calibrations from codivergence-based
estimates in previous studies [30,49] and incorporated a minimum age of 44 Ma for the family Menoponidae, based on the only
described bird louse fossil [50], to which Myrsidea belongs. For more recent (terminal) nodes, we incorporated codivergence
events identified through our cophylogenetic analysis (see below), using host divergence times from TimeTree (timetree.org)
[51]. We used the median divergence time or the 95% confidence interval, depending on availability (electronic supplementary
material, table S2). A branch length constraint (z = 0.01) was applied, and 1000 bootstrap replicates were used to estimate
confidence intervals.

Biogeographic analyses were performed in BioGeoBEARS v. 1.1.2 [52,53] using the ultrametric dated tree (ingroup taxa only).
For the biogeographic framework, geographic regions followed Bush et al. [54], based on Olson et al. [55], with six defined
zones: Neotropical, Nearctic, Afrotropical, Palaearctic, Indo-Malayan and Australasian. This scale is appropriate for a globally
distributed group such as Myrsidea and facilitates consistency with previous avian and louse biogeographic analyses. We
compared DEC, DIVALIKE and BAYAREALIKE models with and without founder-event speciation (+]), selecting the best-fit
model by AIC, and then used it to infer the most likely ancestral ranges across the tree.

(d) Cophylogenetic analysis and ancestral host reconstruction

Cophylogenetic reconstruction between hosts and parasites was conducted in eMPRess v. 1.0 [56] using a reconciliation analysis,
which maps parasite phylogenies onto host phylogenies to infer codivergence, duplication, sorting (loss), and host-switching
events under a parsimony framework. Costs were set to duplication = 1, sorting = 1 and host-switch = 2, following the standard
cost scheme used in avian lice. Under this cost scheme, equal weight is given to resolving incongruence between trees under
a host-switching versus a duplication/sorting scenario, because it takes both a duplication and sorting event to resolve an
incongruence, whereas only a single host-switching event would be needed. Host trees were generated from 1000 BirdTree
(Hackett backbone) trees (birdtree.org) [57,58] and summarized with TreeAnnotator in BEAST v. 1.10.4 [59]. The parasite tree
was derived from our ML phylogeny. We compared observed MPR costs with those from 100 randomized parasite trees to test
for significant codivergence. Additionally, we reconstructed ancestral host associations (oscines, suboscines, piciforms) on the
dated phylogeny using maximum likelihood in R with the ape and phytools packages [60,61]. A discrete Mk model was used,
and the best-fit model was selected based on AIC. Results were visualized with pie charts and stochastic character mapping.

3. Results and discussion

Our phylogenomic reconstruction, based on >2300 loci from 91 Myrsidea samples and using both concatenated (figure 1)
and coalescent (electronic supplementary material, figure S2) approaches, yielded robust phylogenies. Bootstrap support
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Figure 1. Phylogenomic tree of Myrsidea and outgroup taxa from a partitioned maximum-likelihood (ML) analysis in IQ-TREE using >2300 single-copy orthologues.
Branch lengths represent substitutions per site. Node support values show ultrafast bootstraps (IQ-TREE) and local posterior probabilities (ASTRAL); when absent,
support is 100/1, respectively. Dashes (=) indicate branches not recovered in the ASTRAL topology, and double lines on branches denote segments that were shortened
for display purposes. Symbols at tips denote major host groups (Piciformes, suboscines, oscines) coloured by biogeographic realm, as shown on the map. Myrsidea
names are abbreviated as M. followed by parasite and host species. The Myrsidea associated with Sapayoa is highlighted in red. Inset: Sapayoa aenigma and its
Myrsidea sp. (not to scale). Bird illustration © Avifauna Colombiana, F. Ayerbe-Quifiones.

was generally high (100%) at deep and shallow nodes, but was lower among a few Neotropical clades, likely due to rapid
diversification. Notably, the Myrsidea lineage from Sapayoa forms a distinct, well-supported (100%) clade that diverges early
in the tree (figure 1, highlight in red), diverging earlier than most other Neotropical and some non-Neotropical lineages. This
lineage is sister to a diverse assemblage of lice from both oscines (diverse groups) and suboscines (Eurylaimides, Tyrannides
and Furnariides). Of note is that this louse does not cluster particularly near to any suboscine-associated lice from families
previously proposed as Sapayoa’s closest relatives; rather, it falls among a grade of lice from otherwise Old World oscine
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Figure 2. Tanglegram showing the cophylogenetic relationships between Myrsidea louse (right) and their avian hosts (left). Colours denote major host bird groups and
are used for both tip labels and the connecting lines, highlighting cophylogenetic structure across lineages; trees were rotated to minimize line crossings. The red arrow
marks the direction of the host switch inferred from the reconciliation analysis in eMPRess, representing the event that gave rise to the Myrsidea lineage currently
found on Sapayoa aenigma. Bird illustration: © Avifauna Colombiana, F. Ayerbe-Quifiones.

passerines. The phylogenetic placement of Sapayoa itself has long been debated, with proposed affinities to the eurylaimid
broadbills and asities [17], the pittas [21], the calyptomenid broadbills [19] or even as sister to all other Old World suboscines
[62]. However, our parasite phylogeny does not support a particularly close association with lice from any of these clades,
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highlighting the unique evolutionary trajectory of the Myrsidea lineage on Sapayoa (figure 1).

Molecular dating places the origin of the Myrsidea lineage found on Sapayoa between 24.4 and 17.9 Ma, during the Miocene
(electronic supplementary material, figure S3). This timing postdates the estimated divergence between Sapayoa and its Old
World relatives Eurylaimides, which has been inferred to have occurred between 52.5 and 28 Ma [17,21-23]. These earlier
estimates suggest that Sapayoa had already diverged as a distinct lineage before acquiring its Myrsidea lice. Despite the broad
range of host divergence estimates, our results consistently indicate that the Myrsidea lineage on Sapayoa arose after the bird had

already split from other Eurylaimides.

This temporal disconnect points to a host-switching event rather than codivergence, a pattern further supported by our
cophylogenetic analyses. The parasite and host phylogenies are topologically incongruent; that is, the Myrsidea lineage found
on Sapayoa does not occupy a phylogenetic position that mirrors the placement of Sapayoa within the avian host tree (figure
2). Instead, reconciliation analyses suggest that the Myrsidea lineage on Sapayoa originated through a host-switching event from
an oscine lineage. Specifically, the most likely donor is a lineage of Myrsidea parasitizing an ancestor of the lineage leading to

Pachycephala philippinensis (yellow-bellied whistler) (figure 2), an oscine species distributed in the Indo-Malayan region.

This finding is further supported by ancestral host reconstruction, which provides another line of evidence for an oscine
origin of the Myrsidea lineage on Sapayoa. Despite its suboscine host, this lineage is nested within an oscine-associated clade,
suggesting that its ancestors also parasitized oscines (figure 2, electronic supplementary material, figure S4). Moreover, this
analysis indicates that the most recent common ancestor of Myrsidea parasitized oscines is a pattern consistently retained across
the deepest nodes of the phylogeny. Together, these results support a scenario in which Myrsidea originated in oscines and
later colonized suboscines and piciforms through multiple, independent host-switching events, including the acquisition of the

Sapayoa lineage via a host switch from an Old World oscine.
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Figure 3. Ultrametric tree of Myrsidea lice from least-squares dating (LSD2), with ancestral range reconstruction in BioGeoBEARS under the DIVALIKE-+) model. Tip
circles show current distributions across six biogeographic regions. Node pie charts represent relative likelihoods of ancestral ranges. Myrsidea names are abbreviated
as M. followed by the parasite species and the host species name. The arrow marks the Myrsidea lineage from Sapayoa aenigma; illustrations not to scale. Sapayoa
illustration: (C) Avifauna Colombiana, F. Ayerbe-Quifiones. Geological timescale shown at bottom.

In addition to host-association patterns, biogeographic reconstruction provides insights into the history of the Myrsidea
lineage on Sapayoa (figure 3). Under the best-fit model (DIVALIKE+]) (electronic supplementary material, table S3), the ancestral
range at the node uniting this lineage with its sister clade is ambiguous, with probabilities divided almost equally between
Neotropical and Afrotropical origins. However, the prior node is strongly supported as Australasian, providing support for
ultimate origin in the Old World. Across the phylogeny, Myrsidea lineages generally exhibit strong geographic structure, with
clades corresponding to distinct regions. Given the placement of the Sapayoa lineage among Old World oscine-associated
lineages and its divergence time, the most plausible scenario is that it was acquired in the Old World from oscine passerine and
co-dispersed with Sapayoa during colonization of the Neotropics.
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This co-dispersal hypothesis offers an independent line of evidence that informs debates about the biogeographic origins
of Sapayoa and the broader Eurylaimides group. Three main scenarios have been proposed under the relict and colonizer
hypotheses. The first scenario (i) suggests a South American origin of Eurylaimides, in which the entire group arose in South
America (approx. 37 Ma) [21]. The ancestor of the core Eurylaimides dispersed northward across the Caribbean, through North
America and into Asia via Beringia. In this scenario, Sapayoa represents a relict lineage that remained in the Neotropics after
the early divergence of other Eurylaimides. A second scenario (ii) posits an African origin of core Eurylaimides, in which
suboscines, including the ancestor of Sapayoa, originated in South America, followed by an early divergence (approx. 28 Ma)
that left Sapayoa isolated in the Neotropics [23]. The remaining Eurylaimides dispersed from South America to Africa via island
chains (Atlantogea) and subsequently expanded into Asia. The third scenario (iii) suggests a Eurasian origin of Eurylaimides, in
which the group originated in Eurasia and dispersed rapidly across continents during the Late Oligocene warming (approx. 28—
23 Ma). Favourable climatic conditions and habitat corridors at the time likely facilitated intercontinental movement, enabling
lineages (including Sapayoa) to reach the Americas via Africa or directly through connected landmasses [22]. However, Sapayoa

g5y euinof/Bio Sunysyqnd/aposefos

may represent the only surviving lineage from such dispersal events. Although early passerine fossils are rare, a recently
described early Oligocene specimen from Europe suggests that Tyrannida—a lineage now restricted to the New World —may
have been distributed in the Old World in the past before disappearing. The authors note that this biogeographic pattern echoes
that of Sapayoa, with both cases involving Oligocene transatlantic movement driven by similar dispersal dynamics. This reverse
pattern provides independent evidence for the possibility of early transatlantic dispersal in suboscines, paralleling—though in
the opposite direction—the scenario proposed for Sapayoa [63].

The integration of parasite genomic data with host evolutionary history reveals a compelling case in which host-switching
and long-distance intercontinental co-dispersal jointly shaped the origin of a unique host—parasite association. Rather than

7£50SC0C +TT "By joig

mirroring Sapayoa’s own phylogenetic trajectory, the Myrsidea lineage found on this bird reflects a distinctive evolutionary and
biogeographic history, shaped by an ancestral louse on oscines and subsequent colonization of a suboscine host. Crucially, this
parasite-based perspective offers an independent line of evidence in the long-standing debate over Sapayoa’s origin (whether
it arose within the Neotropics or arrived there from the Old World). Among the three main scenarios proposed for Sapayoa’s
biogeographic history, our findings most closely align with the Eurasian origin scenario [22]. The divergence between the
Muyrsidea on Sapayoa and its common ancestor is estimated between 24.4 and 17.9 Ma, which falls within the timeframe of the
Late Oligocene warming, further supporting this scenario. Under this model, Sapayoa and its parasite could have dispersed
together from the Old World into the Neotropics, providing a rare case of host—parasite co-dispersal across biogeographic
realms and supporting an extra-Neotropical origin for this enigmatic bird.

Our study highlights the power of host-parasite systems to illuminate patterns of diversification, dispersal, and host
association beyond what is possible through host data alone. In the case of S. aenigma, an example of a bird species with
an unresolved biogeographic history, its lice provide a window into past evolutionary events, supporting a likely scenario
of Old World origin and host-switching prior to colonization of the Neotropic. More broadly, our findings underscore the
value of parasite phylogenies for testing hypotheses about host evolution and movement, particularly in taxa with ambiguous
or unresolved histories (such as those classified as incertae sedis), where traditional host-based phylogenies have struggled to
clarify evolutionary origins. As parasite genomic resources continue to grow, future studies will be increasingly equipped to
uncover similar coevolutionary dynamics across avian radiations and major biogeographic transitions.
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