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Share on Pinterestpeangdao/Getty ImagesOutdoor activities like swimming and hiking are a great way to stay healthy. But they can also sometimes lead to rashes, sunburns, bug bites, and parasites like leeches.Finding a leech on your body can be scary, but you dont need to panic. Well give you simple steps that can help you calmly and safely remove
a leech without any pain or complications from the bite.Leeches are parasites that belong to the same family of organisms as worms. They can have both male and female reproductive organs, which means they can reproduce sexually, fertilize themselves, or both. There are more than 600 species of leeches. You can encounter them most often in
grasses or fresh water, though some species live in marine water. As parasites, they need to feed off a host in order to survive. Many leech species are sanguinivorous, which means that they feed on blood. Once they attach themselves to a human, theyll begin to suck their blood. Leeches can also expand up to 10 times their size while feeding,
allowing them to consume a lot of your blood at one time.Ticks are similar to leeches only in that they both can feed on blood. But unlike leeches, ticks belong to the spider family and only attach to the skin. Though most leech bites are external, its possible for a leech to attach internally. Neither leeches nor ticks are insects.Learn how to remove a
tick.Your first step in removing a leech is finding it.If you spot a leech on your skin, check the rest of your body to see if any more have attached themselves to you. Once you find a leech, you can begin to safely remove it.You can also try these alternative methods for removing a leech:Using a piece of paper or a credit card instead of your fingernail.
For this method, youll follow all the same steps as above, but youll slide a thin piece of paper or a credit card under the leechs mouth instead of your finger.Letting the leech fall off naturally. Usually, this can take about 30-45 minutes. You can wait for the leech to detach itself when its finished feeding, especially if youre having trouble removing it. If
the leech does not fall off for a long time or attaches to a hard to reach area, having it medically removed is the best course of action.Leeches will sometimes attach to hard-to-reach areas, like your ear canal, nose, or mouth. This can make it difficult to use the above methods for removal. If this happens, try one or more of the following:Use rubbing
alcohol or hydrogen peroxide. To remove a leech from your mouth, gargle with alcohol or hydrogen peroxide for about 30 seconds. Swish the alcohol or peroxide in your mouth like mouthwash, then spit it out. Check to see if the leech comes out with it.Puncture the leech. Leeches can grow up to 10 times their original size when theyre feeding.
Sometimes, this can cause them to block an area like your nose or ear. Use a sharp object to pop the leech, killing it and making it easier to remove.In some cases, the removal method will depend on the location the leech attaches to and may need the help of a medical professional to remove. Leeches that attach internally may require surgery to
remove. This can happen if a person swallows contaminated water.Do not remove a leech using any of the following methods. These can cause the leech to vomit blood into your wound and increase your risk of infection:saltingfireshampoobug repellantpulling the leechMany leech bites can lead to itching at the affected site, as well purpura. This is
not necessarily dangerous. Most leech bites are harmless. Usually, the leech can be removed easily without the need for medical attention. But the bite can cause extended bleeding at the attachment site even after the leech is removed. This is because the saliva from leeches is an anticoagulant and interferes with the bloods normal clotting.In
addition, most leeches carry the bacteria Aeromonas in their gut, which could infect the leech site. A person who has been exposed to a leech can get prophylactic antibiotics as a precaution. Research has shown that a person can potentially contract other infectious diseases from a leech bite like Hepatitis B or Malaria. But these kinds of infections
also appear to be rare.Additional research has found that some leeches may carry other viruses like HIV. But there isnt evidence to suggest that humans have actually been infected with HIV from a leech. Despite the use of the term bite, leeches dont actually bite with a mouth or teeth. Instead, they have very strong suckers that attach to the skin and
extract the blood.In addition, leech saliva has analgesic properties that numb the area where it attaches. This means you may not even feel the leech before you see it on you.Although getting bitten by a leech while outdoors may not be pleasant and comes with some risks, people have actually used leeches for medicinal purposes for thousands of
years.Because leech saliva contains a substance that stops your blood from clotting, it can promote blood flow and wound healing.But leech therapy should only be done with medicinal leeches under controlled conditions. Do not try this type of therapy at home without supervision from a medical professional in a sterile environment. Learn more
about leech therapy.Leeches are long, tube-shaped animals. Theyre similar in appearance to worms and can be anywhere from just a few millimeters to up to 20 inches long.Most leeches have visible eyes on the top of their bodies and round mouths with several rows of teeth. Leeches can be spotted, striped, or solidly colored. They have two suckers
on each end of their bodies. Leeches use their suckers to grasp, feed, and move around.Additionally, leeches are generally:flatwidesegmenteddark in colorLeeches are commonly found in freshwater lakes and tall grasses. Check out the gallery below to get an idea of how to spot a leech.Share on PinterestFreshwater leech. frank60/ShutterstockShare
on PinterestMarine (sea) leech. Ronald Shimek/ShutterstockShare on PinterestTerrestrial (land) leech.TommyIX/Getty ImagesYou should contact a doctor if you cant remove the leech yourself or if your wound becomes infected. Signs of infection include:feverpainrednessdischarge from the woundIf you experience a mild allergic reaction, take an
over-the-counter antihistamine. A severe allergy is rare, but its best to be on the lookout for symptoms, including:painful and persistent rash around the bite areaswelling near the bitedizzinesstrouble breathingSeek immediate medical attention if you have trouble breathing or feel confused, disoriented, or about to lose consciousness.Another reason
to seek medical attention is if your bleeding appears unusually heavy or prolonged, especially if youre taking anticoagulant drugs.When you need medical attention or have trouble removing a leech, a doctor can use medical instruments to remove leeches in hard-to-reach places.Once a doctor removes the leech and cleans the wound, treatment will
depend on the wound and your reaction to it. Your doctor might suggest:specialized bandages to cover and protect wounds in places prone to infectionantibiotic medications, creams, or ointments to prevent or stop an infectionprescription-strength antihistamines to stop allergic reactionsice or cool compresses to help with any swellingBefore you
enter a body of water, ask or research to learn if the water may have leeches. If yes, you may choose to avoid entering the water.If you do enter freshwater or go walking in an area where leeches may be present, some precautions can be helpful. wearing anti-leech protective socksusing a salt sprayusing insect repellants like DEPA or DEETtimur
oillemon-eucalyptus extractUse any repellant spray, salt, or oil only as a protective spray. Never put them on an attached leech.Finding a leech on your skin can be alarming. But except in rare cases, leeches arent generally harmful.You can carefully remove a leech by using your fingernail or a sheet of paper to separate the leechs mouth from your
skin. Dont use methods like salting, burning, or drowning to remove a leech, as these can lead to infection.Contact a medical professional if youre unable to remove a leech, experience any signs of infection, or have an allergic reaction. Leeches are a group of typically parasitic annelids that constitute the subclass Hirudinea. Found in freshwater,
marine, and terrestrial environments, leeches generally feed on the blood and other body fluids of their host animals. In fact, to adapt to a parasitic life, they are equipped with muscular suckers for attachment and hirudin, an anticoagulant peptide found in their saliva. Around 700 species of leeches are found on all continents except Antarctica. They
have been used in therapy since ancient times, originally to draw blood as part of traditional medical practices. In modern medicine, they play a crucial role in microsurgery and in the treatment of joint disorders such as epicondylitis and osteoarthritis. Moreover, their anticoagulant property helps treat blood-clotting disorders. While the smallest
species measure barely 0.5 in (1 cm), some of the largest ones, such as the Amazon giant leech (Haementeria ghilianii), grow up to 17.7 in (45 cm).[1] They are characterized by a dorsoventrally flattened, muscular body, which tapers at both ends. Like most annelids, leeches are segmented, but the internal segmentation is ensheathed by secondary
external ring markings or annuli, which may give the appearance of many more divisions. All leeches possess 32 true segments or somites, the first five of which constitute the head. The head bears an anterior sucker on the ventral side, used for attachment and feeding. The middle part of the body comprises 21 segments, with each segment bearing a
pair of nerve ganglia. Most species possess a thickened, glandular band of tissue or clitellum between segments 9 and 11 (though the segment number varies among species). Towards the middle of the body lie the testes, located typically between segments 12 and 20. The ovaries, paired and small, are situated anteriorly to the testes, generally in
segment 11. While the male gonopore lies ventrally between segments 10 and 11, the female gonopore lies typically between segments 11 and 12. The last seven segments are fused to form the posterior or tail sucker. In leeches, the true blood vascular system is replaced by a modified coelomic system called the haemocoelomic system. The body
cavity contains haemocoelomic channels filled with haemocoelomic fluid. There are four longitudinal hemocoelomic channels extending throughout the body: one dorsal, one ventral, and two lateral. The dorsal channel runs above the alimentary canal, while the ventral channel lies below it. The two lateral channels are located on either side of the
alimentary canal. All four channels interconnect at segment 26 of the body. Gaseous exchange usually occurs through the leechs moist body cuticle. However, in marine species, respiration is aided by leaf-like lateral outgrowths of the body wall (homologous to gills) across which gas exchange takes place. The mouth is located at the center of the
anterior sucker and opens into a muscular pharynx. Depending on the type of leech, the pharynx may be protrusible, forming a proboscis (jawless leeches), or non-protrusible, equipped with jaws for cutting through tissue (probosciscless leeches). From the pharynx, food passes into a short esophagus, which leads to a large crop, the primary organ for
food storage. Finally, the food moves from the crop into the intestine, where digestive enzymes break down nutrients for absorption. Most leeches possess 17 pairs of excretory metanephridia located in segments 6 through 22 (though the exact number varies slightly among species). Additionally, they have granular, yellowish chloragogen cells that
line the outer surface of the alimentary canal. These cells convert nitrogenous wastes into urea and other less toxic forms and pass them into the coelomic fluid, from where the metanephridia remove them. These annelids are characterized by a central and a peripheral nervous system. The central nervous system comprises two large cerebral ganglia
located above the pharynx, a subpharyngeal ganglion beneath the pharynx, and a ventral nerve cord that extends along the length of the body. The ventral nerve cord contains 21 pairs of segmental ganglia (in segments 6 to 26). Between segments 27 and 33, other paired ganglia fuse to form the caudal ganglion. Each segmental ganglion sends
sensory and motor nerves to the body wall and internal organs, thereby constituting the peripheral nervous system. Depending on the species, leeches have 2 to 10 pigment ocelli cells, arranged in pairs near the anterior end, for detecting light intensity. Additionally, they have sensory papillae arranged in lateral rows, typically within one annulation
of each segment. Each papilla bears numerous sensory cells that respond to touch and vibration. The name of the subclass, Hirudinea, derives from the Latin word hirudo, which translates to a leech. All the species of leeches are traditionally classified into two infraclasses: Acanthobdellidea (primitive leeches) and Euhirudinea (true leeches).
Infraclass: Acanthobdellidea (Primitive leeches)Order: Acanthobdellida Infraclass: Euhirudinea (True leeches) Order: Arhynchobdellida (Proboscisless leeches)Suborder: ErpobdelliformesFamily: Americobdellidae Family: Erpobdellidae Family: Salifidae Suborder: HirudiniformesFamily: Americobdellidae Family: Cylicobdellidae Family: Haemadipsidae
Family: Haemopidae Family: Hirudinidae Family: Macrobdellidae Family: Praobdellidae Family: Semiscolecidae Family: Xerobdellidae Order: Rhynchobdellida (Jawless leeches)Family: Glossiphoniidae Family: Piscicolidae Family: Ozobranchidae The earliest, undisputed leech fossils date back to the Middle Permian Period (around 266 million years
ago), though some specimens with leech-like external ring markings have been found to date back to the Silurian Period.[2] Of all species of leeches, around 480 species live in freshwater environments, about 100 are marine, while the remaining are terrestrial.[3] Their highest diversity occurs in the Holarctic region. Most freshwater leeches,
including members of the family Glossiphoniidae, typically occupy the shallow, vegetated areas on the edges of the water body. They typically attach to the bodies of freshwater fish, though some parasitize frogs, salamanders, and tadpoles. Terrestrial leeches, like those of the family Haemadipsidae, inhabit moist leaf litter or soil, latching onto animals
(including humans) that pass by. Most marine leeches, belonging to the family Piscicolidae, are found in coastal waters and estuaries, where they parasitize fish. The diet of leeches varies among species, but they are broadly of two types: hematophagous, which feed on the blood or body fluids of other animals, and predatory, which prey on small
invertebrates. For instance, the European medicinal leech (Hirudo medicinalis) consumes the blood of mammals, and occasionally amphibians (when mammals are not available), whereas Erpobdella octoculata is predatory and typically feeds on larvae of chironomid flies and oligochaetes. Most leeches survive between 1 to 5 years in the wild.
However, a few species, such as the European medicinal leech, may live up to 20 years if conditions are favorable.[4] These animals are hermaphrodites, with each individual leech bearing both male and female reproductive organs. In their reproductive cycle, the testes mature first, followed by the maturation of the ovaries. During copulation, two
leeches align their clitellar regions, allowing one to pass a spermatophore into the female gonopore, typically using the penis. However, in orders that lack a penis (such as Rhynchobdellida and Arhynchobdellida), the spermatophore is forcefully pushed by one individual through the integument of the other (traumatic or hypodermic insemination). The
sperm travels through the tissues to reach the ovaries, where eggs are fertilized internally. After fertilization, the leech secretes a mucous cocoon from the clitellum. The cocoon slides along the length of the body, collecting the fertilized eggs as it passes over the genital pores. Depending on the species, 5 to 30 eggs are laid in small clutches. The
cocoon is either deposited in damp soil near water bodies (in case of terrestrial leeches) or under submerged plants (for aquatic leeches). After 1 to 4 weeks, the eggs hatch into juveniles within the cocoon. The juveniles attach to a host and begin feeding. They eventually grow in size, attaining sexual maturity anywhere between 2 months to a year.
Aquatic leeches are preyed upon by fish, particularly those that hunt in shallow waters. They are occasionally eaten by frogs and newts. Moreover, some predatory insects and crustaceans (such as dragonfly larvae, crayfish, and diving beetles) may consume juvenile leeches. Some birds, like ducks, herons, and egrets, may also feed on aquatic leeches
in shallow waters. Terrestrial leeches may fall prey to lizards, turtles, snakes, and small mammals. In the Biological Classification system, living creatures are Classified into two kingdoms- plant kingdom and animal kingdom. There are ten phyla in the animal kingdom. Leech is a worm of phylum Annelida and Class Clitellata. It is a segmented
parasitic worm. Leech's scientific name is Hirudinaria granulosa. It belongs to the subClass Hirudinea. Leech has a soft, segmented, and muscular body, which can lengthen and contract. Leeches have a body structure, which is formed with multiple rings. Leech has suckers on both ends of the body. It uses the suckers as hypodermic needles. They
have one to four pairs of eyes. Leeches live in freshwater habitats, marine or terrestrial environments. Leech is a parasite, which sucks blood from its host to survive. The digestive system of the Leech contains a pouch. In this article, we will discuss the structure of Leech, Leech anatomy, characteristics, reproduction system, blood circulatory system,
excretion, and other things of Leeches in detail.Leech in Animal KingdomThe animal kingdom contains various kinds of living creatures such as worms, insects, mammals, etc. Leech is a segmented parasite worm of the animal kingdom. Leech animal harms its host for its survival. Leech is classified in a specific phylum, class, and subclass. It belongs
to the phylum Annelida. The class is Clitellata and the subclass is Hirudinea. There are different types of leeches. The scientific name of all the leeches is given according to their higher classification. There are almost 700-1000 types of leeches in the world. Generally, the leeches are divided into four main types according to their living place, which
are freshwater leeches, terrestrial leeches, marine leeches, and leech mouth types.Classification Characteristics of LeechesIn the animal kingdom, all the animals are separated into different phyla depending on some particular properties. Leeches are under the phylum Annelida for some specific properties. The classification characteristics of leeches
are-The body of leeches is formed with several ring-like structures.The execution organ is nephridia.Leeches have a closed circulatory system.Leeches have real Silom covered with mesoderm.The nervous system is formed with a pair of cerebral ganglia and two axial nerves.Habitation of LeechesLeeches live in the land mainly. They can also be found
in the water. The four main habitats of the leeches are freshwater, land environment, terrestrial environment, marine environment. Leeches have different characteristics depending on their habitation. In all the places, they live on the other animals by the segmented parasitic system. They choose their host depending on the habitat. Also, habitat is
the main factor in the classification of leeches. The leeches can be of different types depending on their habitats. In different atmospheric areas, the leeches can be of different types.Food of LeechesLeech is a segmented parasitic animal. It survives on the blood of other animals such as mammals, fishes, frogs, etc. They choose their host depending on
the environment they are living in. Leeches detect their prey by the vibration of the land or the water. They attack the host with their mouth or tail. The suckers located on both ends help the leeches to suck blood from the hosts body. They release hirudin, an anticoagulant, during sucking to prevent blood from clotting. They release anaesthetic into
the hosts blood so that the host cannot be aware.When the leech sucks blood with the mouth, the jaws help to hold onto the host. They use sharp teeth to sink in. Then it sucks blood with the front sucker. The posterior sucker helps the leech to move quickly and climb the hosts leg. Then it uses the front sucker to suck the hosts blood. The posterior
sucker is not used to suck blood. Leeches suck blood till it is full. Apart from blood, leech eats small animals, worms, snails, etc. Generally, the food is dependent on the type of leech.Structure of LeechesLeeches have a body formed with several ring-like structures. They have a total of 34 segments in their body. The length of the body is around 20 cm,
which is equal to 8 inches. It becomes longer than the usual size when the leech stretches. They have one to four pairs of eyes in the anterior end. Leeches have two suckers in the front end and the back end. The sucker attached to the mouth is called the anterior sucker. The sucker attached to the tail is called the posterior sucker. The posterior
sucker helps to attach to the host and the anterior sucker helps to suck blood. The entire volume of the body becomes large after sucking the hosts blood.Leech AnatomyLeeches have all the anatomical characteristics of Annelida. The body structure is ring-like. Leeches have suckers in their body. The length of the body can differ depending on the
type of leech. It can be from 20 cm to 45 cm. The length of the sucker can be up to 10 cm. The anterior sucker helps to suck blood from 30 minutes to 6 hours. The body weight becomes several times the original weight after sucking. Leeches have 9 pairs of testicles, 10 stomachs, 32 brains, several hundred teeth. They have a pouch-like structure in
the digestive system. The blood circulatory system is closed. For locomotion, leeches lack septa, setae, parapodia. They have clitellum to secret a viscid sac for depositing eggs. It is located 2 cm behind the anterior end. The saliva of leech contains 100 pharmacologically active substances.Digestive System of LeechesLeeches are segmented parasites.
They live by eating the blood of other animals in their habitats. They suck blood from the hosts body and survive on it. Leeches also eat small animals, worms, snails, etc. they store the blood or food in a pouch. The digestive system contains the pouch to store food for a long time. The digestive system has an alimentary canal and salivary glands. The
alimentary canal is a straight tube, which starts from the mouth and ends at the anus. The associated salivary glands are located in different parts of the alimentary canal for different functions of digestion. Leeches suck blood from the hosts body slowly and store it in the pouch for future use.Reproduction System of LeechesNow, we are going to
discuss the reproduction system of leeches. Leech is hermaphroditic. They have functional reproductive organs of both sexes in one individuals body. They reproduce in spring in either sexual or asexual processes. Leeches are not self-fertilizing. The sperm of one individual can fertilize the eggs of another individual. The eggs are covered with a
cocoon, which is deposited in the water or land before fertilization. Leeches secret clitellum to deposit eggs. Sperm breaks into the cocoon and fertilizes the eggs. Leeches make gamete during sexual reproduction. Also, asexual reproduction can happen without gamete.Excretory System of LeechesThe excretion organ of the leech is nephridia. Among
the seventeen pairs of nephridia, the anterior six pairs are located in the pre-testicular segments. These pairs are called pre-testicular nephridia. The remaining pairs are called testicular nephridia. Leeches complete their excretion process with the help of these pre-testicular and testicular nephridia. In leeches, nephridia perform the same function as
vertebrate kidneys. It removes metabolic wastes from the leechs body.Type of LeechesThere are many leech species present in the world. They can be classified mainly into four types depending on their habitats. Four types are freshwater leeches, terrestrial leeches, marine leeches, and leech mouth types. Freshwater leeches live in the water
streams, ponds, lakes, rivers. It is the common leech across all the continents. Terrestrial leeches live in the land with high humidity. They need high moisture to protect their mucus. Marine leeches are mainly found in the oceans. Apart from the environment leeches, there are leeches identified by their mouth. The mouth structure depends on the
preys type, which is directly related to the environment.Did You Know?Now, we are discussing some unknown facts about leeches.Though leeches suck blood for survival, all the leeches dont suck blood.Leeches can be found everywhere in the world. It can be the land or the water area of all the continents.Leeches can grow up to 18 inches by sucking
blood and their weight can be several times the original weight.Despite being hermaphroditic, leeches are not self-fertilizing.The saliva of leeches contains about 100 types of pharmacologically active substances. These substances are used in medical science.The protein present in the saliva of leeches helps in reducing pain. The protein was used
during the civil war as a major form of therapy.A Brief Study on LeechesAll the living things are divided into two kingdoms namely Plant Kingdom and animal kingdom. In the animal kingdom there is also Classification of animals that we study in the initial Chapters of Biology. This Classification is known as phyla in the Chapter of Biological taxonomy
which is 10 in number. One such phylum is Annelida, which has a peculiar structure. Leeches are the best Example under this category. It is a worm with a soft body that is parasitic in nature. It can grow upto 18 inches but are commonly found in smaller sizes. These are identified by observing ring-like structures over their body. The sub Class is
named Hirudinea. So Leech has the scientific name of Hirudinaria granulosa.The peculiarity of such organisms is the presence of suckers at the both ends of its body. The digestive system also consists of a pouch that digests the blood it consumes for its survival. The presence of these suckers helps it in sucking blood from other higher animals. Till
date about one thousand types of Leeches have been already identified. These are mostly Aquatic animals usually found in both freshwater and marine water bodies. Some are also found on land known as territorial Leeches. Depending on this habitat it chooses its hosts according to the environment. Host can be any animal including fish, amphibians
or mammals.The method they use to cling on to their hosts and suck blood is also very interesting. It secrets an anesthetic to numb the tissues of the host and an anticoagulant to prevent the blood from coagulating while sucking it. It also has got teeths inside the suckers that puncture the skin of the host and make it easier for access to the inner
muscles containing blood.any bloodsucking or carnivorous aquatic or terrestrial worm of the class Hirudinea, certain freshwater species of which were formerly much used in medicine for bloodletting.a person who clings to another for personal gain, especially without giving anything in return, and usually with the implication or effect of exhausting
the other's resources; parasite.Synonyms: sponger, extortionist, bloodsuckerArchaic., an instrument used for drawing blood.to apply leeches to, so as to bleed.to cling to and feed upon or drain, as a leech.His relatives leeched him until his entire fortune was exhausted.Archaic., to cure; heal.to hang on to a person in the manner of a leech.She leeched
on to him for dear life.any annelid worm of the class Hirudinea, which have a sucker at each end of the body and feed on the blood or tissues of other animals See also horseleech medicinal leecha person who clings to or preys on another personan archaic word for physician( in combination )to cling or adhere persistently to somethingCollins English
Dictionary Complete & Unabridged 2012 Digital Edition William Collins Sons & Co. Ltd. 1979, 1986 HarperCollins Publishers 1998, 2000, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2012(tr) to use leeches to suck the blood of (a person), as a method of medical treatmentCollins English Dictionary Complete & Unabridged 2012 Digital Edition William Collins Sons
& Co. Ltd. 1979, 1986 HarperCollins Publishers 1998, 2000, 2003, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2012nautical the after edge of a fore-and-aft sail or either of the vertical edges of a squaresailCollins English Dictionary Complete & Unabridged 2012 Digital Edition William Collins Sons & Co. Ltd. 1979, 1986 HarperCollins Publishers 1998, 2000, 2003, 2005,
2006, 2007, 2009, 20120rigin of leech1First recorded before 900; Middle English lech(e), Old English lce, lyce; replacing (by association with leech 2 ) Middle English liche, Old English lyce; cognate with Middle Dutch lake, leke, lieke; akin to Old English lcan to pull up, pull out, Middle High German liechen to pullOrigin of leech2First recorded
before 950; Middle English leche, lech, lecche, Old English Ice, Ice; cognate with Old Frisian letza, leischa, Old Saxon lki, Old High German lhhi, Gothic lkeis; akin to Old Norse lknirOrigin of leech3First recorded in 148090; earlier lek, leche, lyche; akin to Dutch lijk leech, leech line, Old Norse 1k nautical term of uncertain meaning, but probably bolt
rope, leech lineOrigin of leech10ld English Ice, lce; related to Middle Dutch liekeOrigin of leech2C15: of Germanic origin; compare Dutch lijkExamples are provided to illustrate real-world usage of words in context. Any opinions expressed do not reflect the views of Dictionary.com.At age 25, Birut Galdikas, the Canadian anthropologist, was wading
through swamps riddled with parasites and leeches trying to catch a glimpse of orangutans, or, as she describes them, survivors of Eden.Read more on The Wall Street JournalThe decision pays off in the films third act, when Matthew is exonerated in the court of the public and receives the adoration hes been trying to leech from Oliver.In the
meantime, Millie told the inquiry "confusion, frustration and anxiety... was leeching into my home"."They pushed me over at gunpoint. I spent two days without food or water in the middle of a field in knee-deep water teeming with mosquitoes and leeches," Ms Banu said, wiping away tears.A trematode has a very specific life cycle, leeching onto three
hosts that include a freshwater snail, a fish and then a bird or human who ate the infected fish.Read more on Los Angeles Timesleeboardleech lineBrowse#aabbccddeeffgghhiijjkkllmmnnooppgqrrssttuuvvwwxxyyzzAboutCareersContact usCookies, terms, & privacyHelpFollow usGet the Word of the Day every day! 2025 Dictionary.com, LL.COutside of
the world of fishing, worms dont get nearly enough attention. This is partly because theyre kinda gross, but also because they all look fairly similar and none really taste or look all that good.But from an ecological and biological perspective, theres a lot to take in: four major phyla of worms exist and species range from microscopic to 55 metres long.
Within Annelida, we have the groups of collared worms, such as those often used on hooks, and their rather frightening cousins, the leeches.And even among leeches, theres an incredible amount of diversity. Leech Facts OverviewHabitat:Terrestrial, arboreal, marine, freshwater,Location:All continents and seas except for terrestrial
AntarcticaLifespan:Up to 3 yearsSize:From 1cm to 45 cm long.Weight:Up to 80gColour:Usually brown, green or black. Sometimes reds and yellowsDiet:Varied, often blood or fluids, sometimes snails, worms, invertebrate preyPredators:Birds, fish, amphibiansTop Speed:Slow, but can swim wellNo. of Species:700+Conservation Status:Least Concern to
Vulnerable (IUCN) Leeches are ancient, somewhat horrific relatives of the friendly garden worm. Separated by hundreds of millions of years, they took the dark path and turned out the be incredibly good at it. These incredible blood-sucking, skin-piercing, sometimes-hunting blobs of muscle and goo have spread to pretty much every ecosystem on
Earth and while most have no intention of doing anything good for the world, some are still helping in the realm of medicine.Interesting Leech Factsl. Theyre annelidsAnnelids are the most familiar group of worms to most of us. This is a big phylum with multiple different wormy groupings nested in it. Annelids are some of the most abundant animals
on Earth and have been putting our wormy animals for over 500 million years.It was around this time that several of the commonest annelid worms diverged. The tube worms in the ocean with their hairy appendages are annelids, but more local to us, and so are the worms found in the compost pile.And these compost makers are members of the
group of worms known as the clitterates worms with collars. This group also contains the leeches worms that for some are equally familiar, and not nearly as pleasant.But being pleasant isnt the only way to be interesting, and leeches have a lot of redeeming features. 2. Theyre extremeThere are more than 700 described species of leech, and they can
be found almost everywhere. They also come in all colours and sizes, but one thing that really stands out about this group of worms is how tough they are.Leeches can be found in extreme environments, and have adapted well to handle them. Leeches are found in hot, cold, dry, wet, fresh and salty habitats, which means theres hardly anywhere on
Earth you can go to avoid them. 3. Theyre mostly freshwaterThe vast majority of leeches are where most people expect them to be: in fresh water. Most are no more than 2.5cm long and feed on the blood of their hosts, which they access using a jawed mouth that is lined with teeth.These leeches can release special chemicals that reduce pain, prevent
inflammation and prevent clotting so that the host barely notices theyre there as they fill up on blood.Leeches in freshwater are surprisingly good swimmers, and they use an eel-like wiggle to get through the water.But this is only where most of the leeches can be found. There are still hundreds of species that dont live in water.4. Some are
terrestrialAll jawed leeches appear to have originated from a terrestrial ancestor, and some likely never evolved to enter the water at all. The Haemadipsidae family of leeches is exclusively terrestrial, and they experience some of the most extreme conditions of any leeches.One way they adapt to life on land is to produce copious amounts of mucous to
stay hydrated and a high tolerance to desiccation.Land leeches are found in Asia, Africa, Australia and North America, and terrestrialism evolved independently among other branches of leech, too. Most of these are predators of the friendly earthworms, but others feed on blood like their freshwater cousins.5. Some are marineThe Piscicolidae family
of leeches are one of the few groups of leeches that can handle salt water, and they are primarily parasites of bony fishes. They are likely to have evolved from freshwater ancestry and moved to the marine to exploit open niches there.Even the polar regions arent safe from these parasites, and fish are commonly found with numerous leeches attached
to them.6. Some are terrifyingThe largest leech grows to 46 cm long, and 10cm thick. These monsters are grey and slimy, and have no jaws, but still manage to suck blood.Instead of a bite, they use a piercing proboscis, which somehow makes them even more frightening, and each of its 34 body segments has its own ganglia for movement and
perception.Of course, an abomination like this is going to be hermaphroditic, and when stressed, this giant spews mucous everywhere to get away.The hypodermic needle attached to its face can be 10cm long and shoots a clot-preventing enzyme into the puncture wound. They can consume 15ml of blood every minute with this monstrosity, and
common hosts include cows, rabbis, and humans.These leeches can be so big and so numerous, that its said that they have killed cows. 7. They can be prolificLeeches can get a bit carried away when the conditions are right, and gather in numbers that are just unacceptable. Densities of 10,000 per square metre are not unheard of, which conjures up
images of a space into which nothing should ever set foot.But thankfully, not all leeches are bloodsuckers. Some are active hunters. 8. And predatoryPredatory leeches, like the inexcusable giant leech, have a proboscis instead of a toothy jaw. This acts like a spear gun and pierces prey foolish enough to come close.This strategy feeds the leech on
snails, worms and sometimes insects. Usually, the victim is swallowed whole, la snake, but sometimes theyre polite enough to digest and suck up the inner tissues through a straw instead. 9. They can be medicinalAs much as they make us uncomfortable, leeches have a long history of helping us, too. Back when all of your troubles could be fixed by
just bleeding a bit, leeches were used in phlebotomy.Medical leeches, Hirudo medicinalis, are the largest leech in the UK and were harvested en masse to supply a market of quackery that turned out to have some legitimacy to it.Bloodletting isnt used for half the number of things it was once professed to cure, but it does come in handy sometimes,
especially when done through a leech, which has anti-clotting properties and can increase blood flow to various areas.These leeches were collected so much that they almost went extinct, and are still threatened today. Leech Fact-File SummaryScientific ClassificationKingdom:AnimaliaPhylum:AnnelidaClass:ClittelataSubclass:HirudinealLeechesA
Leech on stonesScientific classification OrdersArhynchobdellida or RhynchobdellidaThere is some dispute as to whether Hirudinea should be a class itself, or a subclass of the Clitellata.Leech is the common name for any of the annelids (segmented worms) comprising the subclass (or class) Hirudinea. They typically are characterized by a small sucker
on the anterior (mouth) end of the cylindrical or somewhat dorso-ventrally flattened body, and a larger sucker on the posterior end. Leeches generally are aquatic and live in freshwater environments, but there also are terrestrial and marine species. Most leeches are predatory, feeding on a variety of invertebrates, such as worms, snails, insect larvae,
and crustaceans. However, some are parasitic blood-sucking leeches, feeding on the blood of vertebrates, such as amphibians, reptiles, waterfowl, fish, and mammals (including humans), as well as mollusks. In addition, some leeches are detritivores, consuming nonliving organic material. Hemophagic (feeding on blood) leeches attach to their hosts
and remain there until they become full, at which point they fall off to digest. They all have an anterior (oral) sucker formed from the first six segments of their body, which is used to connect to a host for feeding, and can also release an anesthetic to prevent the host from noticing the leech. They use a combination of mucus and suction (caused by
concentric muscles in those six segments) to stay attached and secrete an anti-clotting enzyme into the host's blood stream. Leeches provide values to the ecosystem and to humans. Ecologically, they are important in forest and stream food chains, serving as both predator and prey according to the life cycle. Among the predators of leeches are fish,
crayfish, turtles, birds, frogs, and even dragonflies and damselflies.For humans, the hemophagic leeches can be used medically, for example, in controlling swelling, as it produces chemicals that can serve as an anesthetic and prevent blood coagulation. The medicinal leech, Hirudo medicinalis, which is native to Europe, and its congeners have been
used for clinical bloodletting for thousands of years.Some species of leech will nurture their young, providing food, transport, and protection, which is unusual behavior in an invertebrate. OverviewLeeches belong to Annelida, a large phylum of invertebrate animals comprising the segmented worms, including the well-known earthworms. The three
major groups of annelids are the polychaetes (largely marine annelids, with over 5,500 species); the oligochaetes (earthworms and freshwater worms, with over 3,000 species); and the hirundinea (leeches, with about 500 species). However, biological classification of annelids can vary widely among taxonomists.Some consider there to be three classes
of annelids: Polychaeta, Clitellata, and Aelosomata. The Clitellata are then further divided into three or four subclasses: Oligochaeta (earthworms and freshwater worms), Hirundinea (leeches), and Branchiobdella (about 150 species of small animals that are largely parasites or commensals on crayfish), and sometimes Acanthobdellida (leech-like,
temporary parasite, which is also placed in Hirundinea in some classifications). In some biological classifications, the Clitellata is considered a subphylum and the Oligochaeta, Hirudinea, and Branchiobdellida are treated as classes of this subphylusm.Another taxonomic scheme regards two groups of polychaetesthe Archiannelida and the
Myzostomariaas classes in their own right, and recognizes four total classes: Polychaeta, Clitellata, Myzostomida, and Archiannelida. A simple classification scheme is to recognize two classes of annelids, the Polychaeta and the Clitellata, with this later group including earthworms (Oligochaeta) and leeches (Hirudinea). There have also been proposals
to consider the Clitellata as part of the Polychaeta, thus making the latter term synonymous with the annelids.The leeches (Hirudinea) are presumed to have evolved from the Oligochaeta, most of which feed on detritus. However, some oligochaete species in the Lumbriculidae are predaceous and have similar adaptations to the leeches.True leeches,
of the taxonomic group Euhirudinea, with both anterior and posterior suckers, are divided into two groups:Rhynchobdellae: "Jawless" leeches, armed with a muscular, straw-like, proboscis puncturing organ in a retractable sheath. The Rhynchobdellae consist of two families: The Glossiphoniidae (flattened leeches with a poorly defined anterior sucker)
and the Piscicolidae (cylindrical bodies and a usually well-marked, bell-shaped, anterior sucker). The Glossiphoniidae live in fresh-water habitats; the Pisciolidae are found in sea-water habitats.Arhynchobdellids: Leeches that lack a proboscis and that may or may not have jaws armed with teeth. Arhynchobdellids are divided into two orders:
Gnathobdellae and PharyngobdellaeGnathobdellae: In this order of "jawed" leeches, armed with teeth, is found the quintessential leech: The European medical (bloodsucking) leech, Hirudo medicinalis. It has a tripartite jaw filled with hundreds of tiny sharp teeth. The incision mark left on the skin by the European medical leech is an inverted Y inside
a circle. Its North American counterpart is Macrobdella decora, a much less efficient medical leech. Within this order, the family Hirudidae is characterized by aquatic leeches and the family Haemadipsidae by terrestrial leeches. In the latter are Haemadipsa sylvestris, the Indian leech, and Haemadipsa zeylanica (Yamabiru), the Japanese Mountain or
Land leech.Pharyngobdellae: These so called worm-leeches consist of freshwater or amphibious leeches that have lost the ability to penetrate a host's tissue and suck blood. They are carnivorous and equipped with a relatively large, toothless mouth to ingest worms or insect larvae, which are swallowed whole. The Pharyngobdellae have six to eight
pairs of eyes, as compared with five pairs in Gnathobdelliform leeches, and include three related families.DescriptionAs annelids, leeches are triploblastic protostomes with a coelom (at least historically), closed circulatory system, and true segmentation. Protosomes are animals with [[Symmetry (biology)} #Bilateral symmetry|bilaterial symmetry]]
where the first opening in development, the blastophore, becomes its mouth. Triploblastic means that they have three primary tissue areas formed during embryogenesis. A coelom is a fluid-filled body cavity. Whereas oligochaetes and polychaetes typically have spacious coeloms, in leeches, the coelom is largely filled in with tissue and reduced to a
system of narrow canals. Leeches' bodies are composed of a fixed number of segments, usually 34 (Myers 2001).The vascular system and the nervous system are separate from the digestive tract. The vascular system includes a dorsal vessel conveying the blood toward the front of the worm, and a ventral longitudinal vessel that conveys the blood in
the opposite direction. The two are connected by a vascular sinus and by lateral vessels of various kinds. The nervous system has a solid, ventral nerve cord from which lateral nerves arise in each segment. Every segment has an autonomy; however, they unite to perform as a single body for functions such as locomotion. In the digestive tract, starting
from the anterior sucker, is the jaw, then the pharynx, which extends to the crop, which leads to the Intestinum, where it ends at the posterior sucker. The crop is a type of stomach that works like an expandable storage compartment. The crop allows a leech to store blood up to five times its body size; because of this ability to hold blood without the
blood decaying, due to bacteria living inside the crop, medicinal leeches only need to feed two times a year. It was long thought that bacteria in the gut carried on digestion for the leech instead of endogenous enzymes, which are very low or absent in the intestine. Relatively recently it has been discovered that all leeches and leech species studied do
produce endogenous intestinal exopeptidases, which can unlink free terminal-end amino acids, one amino acid monomer at a time, from a gradually unwinding and degrading protein polymer. However, unzipping of the protein can start from either the amino (tail) or carboxyl (head) terminal-end of the protein molecule. It just so happens that the
leech exopeptidase (arylamidases), possibly aided by proteases from endosymbiotic bacteria in the intestine, starts from the tail or amino protein, free-end, slowly but progressively removing many hundreds of individual terminal amino acids for resynthesis into proteins that constitute the leech. Since leeches lack endopeptidases, the mechanism of
protein digestion cannot follow the same sequence as it would in all other animals where exopeptidases act sequentially on peptides produced by the action of endopeptidases. Exopeptidases are especially prominent in the common North American worm-leech Erpobdella punctata. This evolutionary choice of exopeptic digestion in Hirudinea
distinguishes these carnivorous clitellates from Oligochaeta. Deficiency in leeches of digestive enzymes (except exopeptidases), but more importantly deficiency of vitamins (B complex for example), is compensated for by enzymes and vitamins produced by endosymbiotic microflora. In Hrudo medicinalis, these supplementary factors are produced by
an obligatory symbiotic relationship with a single bacterium species, Aeromonas hydrophila, which maintains itself in pure culture by secreting an antibiotic known to medicine since the nineteenth century, well before Fleming's 1929 discovery of penicillin. Non-bloodsucking leeches such as E. punctata are host to three bacterial symbionts,
Pseudomonas sp., Aeromonas sp., and Klebsiella sp. (a slime producer). The bacteria are passed from parent to offspring in the cocoon as it is formed.ReproductionLike earthworms, leeches are hermaphrodites, meaning they are organisms that have both female and male reproductive organs (ovaries and testes respectively). Also like their near
relatives, the Oligochaeta, leeches share the presence of a clitellum to hold the eggs. A clitellum is a thickened glandular section of the body wall that secretes a viscid sac in which the eggs are deposited. Once the eggs have been deposited in the sac, the clitellum slides off of the annelid's body. The use of leeches in medicineThe leech has long been
used in medicine, previously being used to remove poison from the human body or used by doctors who believed that many diseases resulted from "imbalances" in the body that could be treated by releasing blood (Longe 2006). Indeed, the word leech either comes directly from or was influenced by the Old English word for "physician," lce, which is
related to Old High German lhhi and Old Irish liaig. The cognate form in Swedish is lkare, and this still translates as physician.Today, the use of leeches in bloodletting has been abandoned as a medical treatment, but it is used in a new purpose: Helping to restore blood circulation to severely injured tissue or in limb reattachment procedures (Longe
2006). Leeches have proven highly effective at preventing venous congestion after the surgical re-attachment of fingers, toes, ears, and other parts of the body and helpful in dealing with the swelling due to trauma (Longe 2006). Two species of leeches are used therapeutically in medicine: Hirudo michaelseni and Hirudo medicinalis (Longe 2006).
Leech saliva contains a number of compounds that assist in its feeding. An anaesthetic limits the sensations felt by the host (and thus reduces the chance of the host trying to detach the leech). A vasodilator causes the blood vessels near the leech to become dilated, and thus provides the leech with a better supply.Lastly, the leech saliva contains a
peptide called hirudin, which is a highly effective anticoagulant. The leech needs this to prevent blood clots (which would block its feeding) from forming in the wound created by its mouthparts. These properties are difficult to achieve using other medical techniques, and it is for this reason that leeches have come back into clinical practice in the last
25 years. The anticoagulant drug is derived from the tissues of H. medicinalis (Longe 2006). Because of the minuscule amounts of hirudin present in leeches, it is impractical to harvest the substance for widespread medical use. Hirudin (and related substances) are synthesized using recombinant techniques.Leech bitesEffects A Borneo leech. Note
how the leech curls and fattens as it fills with blood.The anatomy of medicinal leeches may look simple, but more details are found beyond the macro level. Externally, medicinal leeches tend to have a brown and red striped design on an olive colored background. These organisms have two suckers, one at each end, called the anterior and posterior
sucker. The posterior is mainly used for leverage while the anterior sucker, consisting of the jaw and teeth, is where the feeding takes place. Medicinal leeches have three jawstripartitethat look like little saws, and on them are about 100 sharp teeth used to incise the host. The incision leaves a mark which is an inverted Y inside of a circle.A leech
attaches itself when it bites, and it will stay attached until it has had its fill of blood. It has been known to suck all the blood out of its host. Due to the anticoagulant hirudin that leeches secrete, bites may bleed more than a normal wound after the leech is removed. The effect of the anticoagulant will wear off several hours after the leech is removed
and the wound is cleaned. Leeches normally carry parasites in their digestive tract that cannot survive in humans and do not pose a threat. However, bacteria, viruses, and parasites from previous blood sources can survive within a leech for months, and may be retransmitted to humans. A study found both HIV and hepatitis B in African leeches from
Cameroon (Nehili 1994). RemovalOne recommended method of removal of an attached leech is using a fingernail to break the seal of the oral sucker at the anterior end (the smaller, thinner end) of the leech, repeating with the posterior end, then flicking the leech away. As the fingernail is pushed along the person's skin against the leech, the suction
of sucker's seal is broken, at which point the leech should detach its jaws (TO 2006; WCS 2007).A common but medically inadvisable technique to remove a leech is to apply a flame, lit cigarette, salt, or caustic chemical such as alcohol, vinegar, lemon juice, insect repellent, heat rub, or certain carbonated drinks. These cause the leech to regurgitate
its stomach contents into the wound and quickly detach. The vomit may carry disease and increases the risk of infection (TO 2006; VPIC 2007; WCS 2007).Simply pulling a leech off by grasping it can also cause regurgitation, and adds risks of further tearing the wound, and leaving parts of the leech's jaw in the wound, which can also increase the risk
of infection.However, Longe (2006) notes that when leeches are used medically, they are commonly removed by pulling them off or loosing their attachment using cocaine, heat, or acid (Longe 2006).An externally attached leech will detach and fall off on its own when it is satiated on blood, usually in about 20 minutes (VPIC 2007), while internal
attachments, such as nasal passage or vaginal attachments, are likelier to require medical intervention (Ibrahim et al. 2003).TreatmentAfter removal or detachment, the wound should be cleaned with soap and water, and bandaged. Bleeding may continue for some time, due to the leech's anti-clotting enzyme. Applying pressure can reduce bleeding,
although blood loss from a single bite is not dangerous. The wound normally itches as it heals, but should not be scratched as this may complicate healing and introduce other infections. An antihistamine can reduce itching, and applying a cold pack can reduce pain or swelling.Some people suffer severe allergic or anaphylactic reactions from leech
bites, and require urgent medical care. Symptoms include red blotches or an itchy rash over the body, swelling away from the bitten area (especially around the lips or eyes), feeling faint or dizzy, and difficulty breathing (VPIC 2007).PreventionThere is no guaranteed method of preventing leech bites in leech-infested areas. The most reliable method
is to cover exposed skin. The effect of insect repellents is disputed, but it is generally accepted that strong (maximum strength or tropical) insect repellents do help prevent bites.Leech socks can be helpful in preventing bites when the full body will not be at risk of contact with leeches. Leech socks are pulled over the wearers trousers to prevent
leeches from reaching the exposed skin of the legs and attaching there or climbing towards the torso. The socks are generally a light color that also makes it easier to spot leeches climbing up from the feet and looking for skin to attach to.There are many home remedies to help prevent leech bites. Many people have a great deal of faith in these
methods, but none of them has been proven to have much or any effect. Home remedies include: A dried residue of bath soap, tobacco leaves between the toes, pastes of salt or baking soda, citrus juice, and eucalyptus oil. Diluted Calcium hydroxide may also be used as a repellent, but may be damaging or irritating to the skin.ReferencesISBN links
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