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By Heather Makechnie
Andover Emergency Medical Services

Okay, let’s talk about that dirty little 
secret … duck itch.

It goes by many other names: lake 
itch, swimmer’s itch, beaver lice, deer 
worm, and even cercarial dermatitis. 
Most often the medical profession re-
fers to it as duck schistosis.

You spend an early morning kaya-
king or an afternoon at the beach, and 
voila! By evening you develop tingling 
or prickling reddish bumps anywhere 
on your body, and they have begun to 
itch. By the next day you are nearly in-
sane with the intense irritation, and if 
you have not already madly scratched 
them off, there are now small white 
blisters on what appear to be angry 
red pimples. You may have developed 
a low-grade fever. Convinced that you 
have been the victim of some Hogwart-
sian curse, you check yourself into the 
emergency room.

You could have saved yourself time 
and a lot of money, however, because 
although he might prescribe an oral 
antihistimine or corticosteroid cream, 
the doctor most likely tells you to go 
home and apply Calamine lotion or a 
baking soda paste, followed by cool 
compresses.

“It’s a case of mistaken identity, re-
ally,” he explains. “You have been in-
vaded by a parasite that thought you 
were a waterfowl. The itching may last 
up to a week or more, but will gradually 
go away. Try not to scratch,” he says. 
“Scratching may cause a secondary in-
fection.” Right ….

So you drive yourself and the para-
site home, and the two of you park 
yourselves in front of the computer. A 
few minutes later you are staring at a 
picture of your fork-tailed hitchhiker, 
and frankly, you do not feel much bet-
ter. The awful realization dawns on you 
that not one but many of these evil look-
ing larvae have burrowed into your skin, 
thinking you were a duck, goose, gull, 
swan, red-winged blackbird, muskrat, 
mole or beaver. They hoped to grow 
and eventually lay eggs in your blood 
steam, but sadly for them, they couldn’t. 
Human beings are not a suitable host, 
and the little fl ukes simply shriveled 
and died. Their decaying bodies are 
what caused you an allergic infl amma-
tory reaction.

Studying the life cycle of this para-
site is like sitting through the movies 
Aliens or Cocoon. These schistosoma-
tidae use two hosts in their life cycle. 
The fi rst is a snail, and the other is an 
aquatic bird or mammal.

While living in the snail, they grow 
into that fork-tailed fl atworm or fl uke, 
which is called a cercariae. When these 
are excreted by the snail into the water, 
they swim to the surface looking for a 
new host. Since the snails live in shal-
low water, when the cercariae are re-
leased they sort of hang out in the shal-
low water near the shore until a suitable 

host, like a duck, swims by. 
Sometimes, as we have seen, they 

choose humans by mistake. Usually, 
however, they are drawn to the wa-
terfowl by powerful chemical attrac-
tion. They burrow through the fowl’s 
skin and then directly into its blood 
stream, where they lay eggs. These 
eggs then move to the fowl’s intes-
tine and are passed outside when the 
bird defecates. There, in the water, 
the eggs hatch, releasing small, free-
swimming larvae, which can survive 
up to two months while searching for 
a certain species of aquatic snail host 
to repeat the cycle.

While duck schistosis has been re-
ported in New Hampshire ever since 
the 1950s, when the New Hampshire 
Department of Fish and Game began 
importing mallard ducks into the state 
to add to the game population, the New 
Hampshire Department of Environ-
mental Services suggests that very few 
New Hampshire lakes and slow moving 
waters are currently infected. They do 
warn, however, that there is no guaran-
teed way to prevent its occurrence, and 
it could develop in a waterhole near you 
at any time. So they offer this advice:

• Avoid swimming in the area of 
reported encounters, where snails have 
accumulated, like marshes.

• Post appropriate signs where 
swimmer’s itch is an annual problem.

• Swim in deeper water. The cercar-
iae are usually found in shallow waters 
and most easily attach to relatively in-
active bodies, like little innocent babies 
splashing just at the water’s edge.

• Don’t just air-dry after a swim. 
Vigorously towel your entire body im-
mediately upon leaving the water. This 
will brush off any cercariae that may be 
on the skin and which frequently don’t 
attempt to penetrate the skin until they 
begin to dry out. If available, taking a 
quick, soapy shower will accomplish 
the same thing. Also make sure to wash 
swimsuits (especially around the waist 
bands.)

• Use a waterproof sunscreen. This 
forms a chemical barrier that may dis-
courage the cercariae from trying to 
hitch a ride.

• Don’t feed the ducks. And don’t 
import or raise ducks or geese along the 
shore. It just doesn’t make sense, folks. 
Ducks are fun to watch and photograph, 
but don’t feed ‘em.

An interesting side note is that ducks 
and other waterfowl hate grape Kool-
Aid. It contains a compound called 
methyl anthranilate, which has a fl avor 
that is very distasteful to birds. It also 
seems to irritate their nasal passages. 
O’Hare Airport uses a fi ne mist of 
grape Kool-Aid to keep geese off the 
runways. Country Clubs use it on their 
golf greens to prevent bird depredation. 
The Town of Wolfeboro has employed it 
to discourage ducks from swimming in 
shallow areas, thus breaking the schis-
tosis life cycle. 

Andover EMS
By Charlie Darling
Beacon staff

All good things come to an end, and 
this month the Beacon says good-bye to 
two wonderful volunteers – Penney Al-
len, who has been a huge help design-
ing ads; and our summer intern, Matt 
McDonald, who has done a great job 
learning and contributing to many dif-
ferent aspects of the Beacon’s operation 
(as well as working at Andover’s cable 
Channel 8). Thank you both for all 
you’ve done to make the Beacon work!

Which brings me to these two points, 
which I really can’t say often enough:

1. The Beacon is only possible be-
cause of our volunteers, and

2. We do not have enough volunteers 
that the Beacon can operate this way 
forever.

Until more members of the commu-
nity are willing to donate a little of their 
time to helping with the Beacon, we’re 
operating on borrowed time (meaning 
I’m personally working many nights 
and weekends – over 70 hours the week 
of July 18, for example – and I can’t 
keep doing that forever).

Here’s what you should know about 
volunteering for the Beacon:

I believe that it’s really important that • 
your volunteer work be something 
you enjoy – even better, something 
that helps you learn new things.

I understand that I can’t lock in our • 
volunteers and keep each one for-
ever. When a Beacon volunteer’s 
life changes and they need to go on 
to something else, that’s perfectly 
fi ne! It’s part of the deal.
We need volunteers in every aspect • 
of publishing the Beacon, from our 
volunteer Board of Directors to 
someone to vacuum the offi ce once 
a month. So whatever your talents 
or interests may be, we can prob-
ably put them to good use.
No experience required! In fact, if • 
you want to learn something new 
or improve your skills (particularly 
with computers, digital cameras, 
etc.), volunteering for the Beacon is 
a great way to do that.
There are no age limits for volun-• 
teering. Kids have done great things 
for the Beacon, as have seniors, and 
everyone in between.

Our most urgent volunteer needs 
include:

Designing ads – it’s a valuable skill • 
to learn!
Laying out articles – we’re happy to • 
train you.
Bookkeeping help – we keep care-• 
ful track of everything, and you can 
help.
Volunteer coordinator – we need • 
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See Volunteer  on page 9

C. & C. CARS
427 N. MAIN STREET

W. FRANKLIN, NH 03235
JOHN D. PERRY, OWNER MARK W. PERRY, MGR

934-6006

• Vehicle Sales
• Auto Repair
• Towing

Alignments $49
Hourly Labor Rate $48

THINK SUMMER!
Have your A/C

recharged
Still only $90.00


