
Leeches

Let’s learn about leeches!

https://www.nhnature.org/



What are leeches?

• Leeches are parasitic or predatory worms.

• They have solid, muscular, segmented bodies that can 
contract and lengthen.

• Leeches are related to earthworms.

• They live mostly in freshwater.
• There are some varieties of leeches that live on land.

• They are scientifically categorized as annelids (segmented 
worms). 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/kionasmith/2020/06/19/what-we-can-learn-from-the-genome-of-doctors-favorite-medicinal-leech/#4780008c3fa5



Leeches in New 
Hampshire

• Approximately 650 species of leeches live in North America.

• There are only a few leeches in NH that are known to suck the 
blood of warm-blooded animals (including humans). The most 
common one is the Northern Blood Sucker.

• Some leeches scavenge for food on dead animals.
• Some are predatory and eat other small animals such as fish.
• Some types of leeches don’t suck blood. Some eat decaying 

matter, and some swallow their prey whole.

• It is not precisely known how long freshwater leeches live, but 
probably for several years.

https://www.stocksy.com/2150414/kids-splashing-notes-evening-sun-in-the-lake



How do leeches find their 
prey?

• Leeches are normally nocturnal.

• They are drawn to vibrations in water that are caused by 
the movements of other animals, including humans.

• Leeches can eat up to 5 times their own body weight in 
blood.



Why do they suck blood?

• They use the blood for food.

• The blood allows them to grow and to reproduce.

https://thisismygarden.com/2019/05/fertilize-vegetable-plants/



Where do they get the blood?

• Fish

• Frogs

• Lizards
• Birds

• Worms
• Snails

• Insect larvae

• Larger mammals (including humans)

https://www.allpondsolutions.co.uk/fishkeeping-advice/how-to-create-a-frog-friendly-pond.html



How often do they eat?

• It depends on the species and the availability of food, but 
roughly every 3-6 months.

• Leeches can survive for up to a year between feeds.

https://lochnesswatergardens.com/blogs/pondblog/pond-snails-good-for-your-pond



How do they get their meals?

• Leeches have two suckers. They use the anterior sucker to 
eat (it’s their mouth).

• The posterior sucker is used to move around and to attach 
themselves to their prey.

• The outer ring of the leech’s jaw is muscular and latches on 
to its prey.

• The inner jaw has rings of saw-like teeth.

https://o.quizlet.com/O2eEcAmnaiyfQs4Qb25awg_b.png



How they feed

• Leeches are thought to have an enzyme in their saliva that 
prevents their prey from feeling their bite.  The enzyme 
serves as an anesthetic.

• Usually, when blood meets the air, it reacts and starts to 
clump together. This clumping causes the bleeding to stop.

• Leeches have another enzyme in their saliva that prevents 
blood from clotting, and this makes it easier for them to 
feed. This type of enzyme is called an anticoagulant.

• It is because of this anticoagulant that leech bites take a 
while to stop bleeding.

https://www.labiotech.eu/industrial/carbios-bioplastics-recycling/



A meal for a leech

• When the leech has had enough to eat, it will detach and 
start to digest its meal.

• A large meal for an average leech is a very small amount of 
blood from a human.

https://www.epicurious.com/recipes/food/views/the-ultimate-hamburger-232191



What is a parasite?

• A parasite is “an organism that lives in or on an organism of 
another species (called its host) and benefits by deriving 
nutrients at the other's expense.” 

• Definition from Dictionary.com

https://ecologyforthemasses.com/2018/12/06/where-is-the-love-
for-parasites/



Is a leech a predator or prey?

• Both!

• Leeches are important to ecosystems 
because they both feed on other 
animals and are eaten by other 
animals.

• Animals that prey on leeches are 
fish, turtles, ducks, herons, and 
more.

• Fisherman also use them for bait.

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Great_Blue_Heron/id



How Leeches Reproduce

• An individual leech is both male and 
female, and it produces both male 
and female gametes.

• A leech needs to mate with another 
leech, but both leeches are able to
lay eggs afterwards.

• They reproduce in the spring, and 
the eggs are laid in the summer 
months.

https://www.google.com/search?q=leech+eggs&sxsrf=ALeKk02DRAE6uWcosDcOeiSv58A6dPNFw:1595244721145&source=lnms&tbm=isch&s
a=X&ved=2ahUKEwiH4rvX3dvqAhXBG80KHehoDrcQ_AUoAXoECA4QAw&biw=1343&bih=686#imgrc=UGtEycN4e-qtMM



Leeches in Medicine

• Leeches are usually not dangerous to humans.
• They used to be used in medicine in order to remove what 

was incorrectly considered “bad blood.”
• Leeches are sometimes still used in modern medicine to 

improve blood circulation in the skin.
• They are also used if there is a large amount of blood 

trapped beneath the skin—such as a large bruise or 
contusion—and it is causing pain or other complications. 

• Leeches can also be used to reduce swelling, and in some 
instances of post surgery care.

• If too many leeches were applied, they could remove too 
much blood.

https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/leech-journey-from-welsh-lab-to-american-hospitals



Where do leeches live?

• Leeches are commonly found in shallow areas of lakes and 
ponds, such as SLA’s Piper Cove!

• They often hide beneath organic matter such as logs, 
plants, and decaying leaves, and they prefer calm, 
protected areas.



What to do if you get a leech.

• Don’t panic.
• The mouth is at the thinner end 

of the body. Find the mouth,
and then place your finger on 
your skin right next to the 
leech’s mouth.

• Slide your fingernail toward the 
mouth, slowly pushing the 
mouth sideways.

• Don’t pull a leech off.  If you do,  
the mouth parts may get stuck 
in your skin.

• After removing the leech, 
disinfect and cover up the bite.



How to avoid leeches

• Swim in deeper areas.

• Swim in areas that do not have decaying matter such as
leaves and fallen trees.



Leeches are important to the 
health of our lakes!

• Leeches are a native species, and they are important to the 
food chain and to the natural environment.

• Even though some people consider leeches creepy, they 
serve an important purpose.

https://www.laconiadailysun.com/special_sections/boating/squam-lake-you-have-to-know-where-to-
look/article_72ca5946-9e4e-11e9-a7d8-c3312c49d853.html



https://www.getbeyondlimits.com/blog/view/Neha-Yadav/ALL-YOU-NEED-TO-KNOW-ABOUT-LEECHES



http://www.earthtimes.org/nature/leech-hunting/1572/
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