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Prolonged bleeding on the neck in leech therapy: Case report
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ABSTRACT

Superficial skin bleeding can usually be stopped by applying short-time compression, unless the patient suffers from co-
agulation disorders or uses anticoagulant. Because of the anticoagulant component of leech saliva, a leech bite may cause
long-time bleeding, which cannot be stopped via compression. In this study, the case of a patient who applied leech therapy

on her neck for the treatment of migraine has been presented.
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Introduction

It is known that leech therapy was administered
for certain diseases even in ancient times. Leeches be-
long to the phylum Annelida and there are more than
15,000 species of leech. They are generally ectopara-
sites and feed on blood. More than 650 of these species
comprise the class Hirudinea. Marine, freshwater, and
terrestrial leeches generally belong to this class. Hirudo
medicinalis (H. medicinalis) and Hirudo verbana are
the most common species in Turkey [1-3].

H. medicinalis is colloquially known as the medical
leech. The use of H. medicinalis leeches in alternative
medicine dates back to ancient times; however, leech
therapy has also started being applied in modern medi-
cine today. This therapy is often administered by plastic
surgeons in order to relieve venous congestion and to

stimulate circulation after flap and re-implantation sur-

geries. Moreover, H. medicinalis is also used in order to
relieve muscle and joint pain in various localizations in
our country [4-6].

Case Report

A 45-year-old female patient came to the emer-
gency department because of unstoppable bleeding on
the right side of her neck. She stated that it had been
bleeding for half an hour and could not be stopped in
spite of compression and creams they applied. She also
expressed that she did not suffer from any disease ex-
cept for migraine, which had been lasting for 15 years.
She said that she saw various doctors for the treatment
of migraine, but could not find a solution for her head-
ache. She administered leech therapy on her neck as a
result of the suggestions of her acquaintance for reliev-
ing the pain, since she and her family were not content

with her current situation. She removed the leeches on

Author affiliations

: 'Department of Emergency Medicine, Medical Faculty, Kahramanmaras Sutcu Imam University, Kahramanmaras, Turkey ?Department of

Emergency Medicine, Kegidren Training and Research Hospital, Ankara, Turkey

Correspondence
e-mail: selimbozkurt01@yahoo.com
Received/Accepted: October 07, 2013 / December 05, 2013

: Selim Bozkurt, MD, Department of Emergency Medicine, Medical Faculty, Kahramanmaras Sutcu Imam University, Kahramanmaras, Turkey.



W Savrun A et al.

v .',;
Ay 8 | Ry
il R ¥ bt oy
- g AR A
FERN SR SR A e A R L e
SN R NS R RO A S

Figufe 1. Leech bite sites.

the right side of her neck after an hour. After the remov-
al of the leeches, the wound started bleeding slightly.
She came to our clinic after she unsuccessfully tried to
stop the bleeding by her own means for 30 min.

On her physical examination, it was observed that
her general condition was fine and that she was con-
scious, cooperative and oriented. Her vital findings
(blood pressure: 120/80 mm/Hg, pulse: 89 beats/
min, and body temperature: 36.8°C) were normal.
There were seven lesions on the right side of her neck,
which were compatible with leech bites and five of
which were bleeding (Figure 1). Other system exami-
nations were normal.

In the laboratory analysis, the following data were
recorded: Hemoglobin 11.6 g/dl (12.2-18.1), he-
matocrit 34.1% (37.7-53.7), white blood cell 8650/
mm3 (4000-10,500), thrombocyte 341,000/mm3
(142,000-424,000) ,prothrombin time (PT) 134 s
(10.9-15.2), activated partial thromboplastin time
(aPTT) 36.1 s (24-37), international normalized ratio
(INR) 0.86 (0.8-1.2).

The lesions of the patient were cleaned with an-

tiseptic solution and were closed with sterile gauze
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dressing on which one ampoule transamin (tranexamic
acid) was administered. Bleeding stopped after 4 h and
no bleeding was observed afterwards. After bleeding
was brought under control, the data of the laboratory
analysis were recorded as follows: Hemoglobin 11.3
g/dl, hematocrit 33.8%, white blood cell 8750/mm3,
thrombocyte 331,000/mm3, PT 13.2 s, aPTI' 36.1,
and INR 0.90. The patient was discharged from hospi-
tal by starting oral Ciprofloxacin (Cipro S00 mg tablet,
Biofarma, Turkey) at 2 X 500 mg/day orally for antibi-
otic prophylaxis.

Discussion

Today, various treatment methods that are col-
loquially known as alternative medicine and in which
drugs are not used are very common. Leech therapy
is an alternative method that has been applied for the
treatment of some painful diseases since ancient times.
Especially, certain components of leech saliva play an
important role in the treatment process. The saliva has
vasodilatation, bacteriostatic, analgesic, anti-inflam-
matory, and anticoagulant effects. It can also resolve
edema, eliminate microcirculation failures, lower the
blood pressure, reduce the pain, and stimulate bioen-
ergetics of the organism [7-9]. In the abovementioned
case report, the leech therapy was administered on the
neck in order to relieve pain.

H. medicinalis can suck an amount of blood which
is 3-10 times more than its body weight. It has been
stated that the average time of sucking blood from peo-
ple is approximately 68 + 26 min and that the increase
observed in the body weight within the period of suck-
ing is 5 times bigger than the original weight. H. medic-
inalis contains more antithrombotic hirudin than other
species of leech [10,11]. Certain anticoagulant com-
ponents have been found in the leech saliva. Of these
components, hirudin and bdellin have strong antico-
agulant effects and different mechanisms. They inhibit
platelet aggregation. Decorsin, ornatin, low molecular
weight fraction II and III, apyrase, antiplatelet protein,
and calin which can inhibit platelet aggregation have
been detected in leech saliva. Hirudin can prolong the
time of bleeding through thrombin inhibition, whereas
bdellin has the same effect on bleeding due to anti-plas-
min activity [12-14].

Hirudotherapy may cause very different compli-
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cations. Most commonly, it can prolong the time of
bleeding and lead to bleeding, which cannot be easily
stopped; it may cause bacterial infections and allergic
reactions in some part of the body or all over the body.
Ikizceli, et al. [6] presented a case of a 19-year-old pa-
tient who applied the leech therapy because of pain felt
on the legs and who suffered from prolonged bleeding.
They stated that bleeding was stopped through gauze
dressing compression. Michalsen et al. [15] reported
in their study on an osteoarthritis patient that clinically
unimportant hemoglobin decreases were observed in
the cases of the patients to whom they applied hiru-
dotherapy and that slight bleeding lasting for 12 h was
seen in only one patient. Kose et al. [16] presented
a case of a 65-year-old male patient on the body of
whom 130 leech bites were found as a result of enter-
ing into a lake full of leeches for varicose treatment. In
the aforesaid case, the wounds continued to bleed at
the moment of admission to hospital. They expressed
that they applied six units of erythrocyte suspension
and eight units of fresh frozen plasma transfusion to
the patient due to prolonged bleeding and a serious
decrease in hemoglobin level. In our case, the patient
administered the leech therapy for the treatment of her
migraine that had lasted for 15 years and the density of
which continues to increase. Her wound was still bleed-
ing during the admission. The bleeding stopped after
the wound was closed with transamin gauze dressing.
We did not apply compression on the neck, since the
prolonged direct compression might lead to bradycar-
dia after vagal stimulation. Her coagulation parameters
were normal; an unimportant decrease was observed in
the hemoglobin level.

As can be seen in this case, unstoppable bleeding
after leech therapy is one of the admission reasons to
hospitals. Individuals should avoid applying this ther-
apy to the parts of the body, such as the neck, where
it is hard to administer compression. Emergency phy-
sicians should examine the possibility of leech bites in
the cases of the patients who come to hospital with the
complaint of unstoppable slight bleeding and should
instantly consider that bleeding may continue for a
long time.
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