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Gt the most out of NH's Lakes!

“Herp... THERE ARE
LeecHES IN Our LAKE!”

by Andrea LaMoreaux
NH Ladns Assoc.

“Help,” pleaded the
caller, “Our lake is pol-
luted—it is full of blood-
sucking leeches!™ As an
agquatic biologist, this is
ane of the various reasons
lake-goers call me during
the summer, urging me
to find someone or some-
thing to fix a problem that
is ruining their enjoyment
of one of New Hampshire's
approcimately 1,000 lakes
and ponds.

“Don't worry,” 1 ex-
plained, “Rest assured, by
no means does the pres-
ence of leeches in your
lake mean that your lake
is polluted.”

The caller on the other
end of the phone was un-
conwvinced, so [ continued,
“Leeches are natural or-
ganiams that can be found
in most of New Hamp-
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Leeches are most commonly found in shallow areas of lakes
among planis, under rocks, sticks, logs, and aftached to

decaying leaves.

shire's lakes. While there
are more than 630 species
of leeches in North Amer-
ica, there are only a few
species in New Hampshire
known to take blood from
a person, and that 15 only
if the right opportunity
arises.”

At this point, 1 emailed
the caller some informa-
tion about where leeches
are found, what to do if
he got bit by a leech, and
how to avoid leaches alto-
gether, | never got a return
call back, so [ guessed his
fears were gquelled.

In case you aren't con-
vinced that leeches aren't
a problem, or if you are
Just curious...

What are leeches and
where are they found?

Leeches are scientifically
categorized as annelids
{segmented worms) and
they are closely related to
earthworms. They appear
as small, flattened worms
and can exist in any lake
or pond. Like their earth-
worm cousins, leeches are
hermaphrodites, meaning
that after they mate, both
leeches can lay eggs. They
reproduce in the spring
and the voung leeches
emerge out of their co-
coons many weeks later,

just in time for the sum-
mer swimming season.
Leeches prefer the shallow
protected areas of lakes,
hiding among plants, un-
der rocks, sticks and logs,
and attached to organic
debris, particularly decay-
ing leaves, While it is not
known how long freshwa-
ter leeches live, it is likely
they live for at least several
VEArs.

New Hampshire's blood-

sucker
Most leeches are pre-
daceous—they leed on
worms, snails, fish eggs,
and agquatic insects. Some
leeches are scavengers,
feeding on the remains of
dead animals and plants.
Only a small percent-
age of leech populations
suck blood from warm
blooded animals, a group
which includes people. In
New Hampshire, anly the
Northern Bleodsucker,
scientifically referred to
as Macrobdella decora, is
known to regularly take
human blood, This spe-
cies is a parasitic worm
that grows aver two inches
long. It is brownish-green
in color and sports black
and red spots. It has a
round, sucker-shaped
Ses LAMES on 21
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turns to a hiding place. A  What to do if a leech

leech doesnt need much attaches to you

food—it will not feed again If a leech attaches to

for several weeks, or even you, it is probably be-

months! cause you happened to be
See LAKES on 27
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mouth, and is reported to
hawe five eyes!
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ally nocturnal creatures,
during hot summer days,
leeches are particularly
attracted to water distur
bances that create vibra-
tions, such as animals
swimming by or splashes
created by people wading
or swimming in the wa-
ter. Leeches are excellent
swimmers. They come out
of therr hiding spot and
attach themselves to their
host animal (which some-
times ends up being a
persan), They have sharp
teeth which are used to
cut into the skin of the
host animal Thcy release
a special enzyme which
works as an anesthetic, so
that the person [or other
host animal) does not feel
the bite. The enzyme also
acts as an anti-coagulant
which allows the bloed to
flow freely from the host
to the leech. The leech will
ingest almost five times
its own weight in blood
before it drops off and re-
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wading or swimming in a
shallow area where it was
hiding. If you find a leech
on your skin dont pull it
offl The mouthparts of the
leech could be left in your
skin and could cause an
infection. You might want
to use an irritant, such
as salt or heat {aim a hair
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NEW HAMPSHIRE

Bl AKES

Merrtbers dadicatnd o profrciing ks

dryer at it), to encournge
the leech to voluntasnly let
go of you. Alter the leech
is gone, clean, disinfect,
and bandage the bite to
prevent infection. If the
wound doesnt heal prop-
erly, contact your doctor
A leech attached to the skin

of a persan

Are leeches dangerous?

Nao, leeches are not dan-
gerous. They do not cause
serious physical harm to
people as they really don’t
take much blood from
their host, and it has been
reported that they do ot
transmit human diseases.
However, leeches can cer-
tainly inflict emotional
harm on a host—I assume
that most people would
find a leech attachment
disconcerting, to say the
least! But, believe it or
not, It is possible that
leeches can be beneficial
to humans—doctora have
used [and some may stll
usc) leeches to purposely
driun blood from people to
reduce swelling and heal
wounds,

Can you get rid of
leeches from the lake?

Not really. There are
no environmentally safe
chemical control measures
that will effectively reduce
leech populations while
not harming fish and ather
aguatic animals. [And,
any chemical application
in a lake or pond in New
Hampshire by a non-li-
censed applicator is ille-
gall] Bait trapping—using
a metal coffee can with
a plastic lid drilled with
small holes and baited
with raw meat and placed
into a waterbody—may
reduce leech populations.
But, the easiest and safest
way to reduce leech popu-
lations is to make sure
you and your neighbors

do not rake leaves, gross
clippings, or other arganic
debris into the lake.

How to avoid leeches

If you want to minimize
the potential for a leech
encournter, consider swim-
ming in deeper waters and
in areas free of plants and
other arganic debris, Tak-
ing these precautions will
reduce the likelihood of a
leech latching on to you.

Leeches are good to
have in our lakes!

Leeches are native resi-
dents in our lakes. They
are an important part of
the lake food web. Most
leeches eat worms, snails,
and insect larvac—rela-
tively few actually feed on
humans, Leeches, in tum,
are eaten by fish, ducks
and turtles., And, many
fishermen use leeches for
bait.

Assocition (NH LAKES) s a
i orgunizaion dedicated fo
protecting New Hampshine's
lakes and their watersheds,
Find NH LAKES on Faoebook
by searching for “NH LAKES
(NH Lakes Assocation)” at
woww facebook com  and
become a fun of thewr page.
To receive NH LAKES” free
mreonithly e-newws blost, Shore-
hm&ﬁ;ﬂquamdhkwe—

Lakefest fundraser on July
2oth, 5-8pm, at the Church
Laneding Inn, Meredith, NH.
There uall be fwa live com-
edy performances, gourmet
Jfood and wine, and a silent
auction. Tickets can be pur-
chased at g nhlokes,
org/ LakeFest201 I htm or
by calling (603) 226-0299.
Tickets are £50 for one, $75
for tue,
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