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ABSTRACT 

Jalaukavacharana is a procedure where leeches are used for treatment. It is explained in detail in Sushrutha Sam-

hitha. Leech therapy is practiced extensively in Ayurveda centres. The standard operative procedure explained in 

Sushrutha Samhita is not practiced in Ayurveda centres due to practical difficulties. This survey study was carried 

out to know the present status of Leech therapy practices in India. Methodology: A questionnaire was prepared 

based on Sushrutha Samhita and present practices. Questions related to pre-operative, operative and post-operative 

methods of leech therapy were formulated. It was arranged in Google forms and sent to different Ayurveda doctors 

practicing leech therapy.31 practitioners responded to the survey. Results obtained were discussed in this study. 

Discussion: Even though no major complications after leech therapy was observed this survey says that most of the 

practitioners do not follow proper pre-operative investigations, prophylactic measures are not taken properly and 

leeches are reused by almost all participants. Conclusion: There is a need to develop a standard operative guideline 

for leech therapy by Ayurveda authorities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Jalaukavacharana or Hirudotherapy where leeches 

are used for treatment purposes. It is well explained in 

Ayurveda. Acharya Sushrutha standardized the proce-

dure of leech therapy in his book Sushrutha Samhita. 

Explanation about the collection, identification, stor-

age, maintenance, preparation of leeches for treatment, 

method of application and post-operative management 

of leeches are available in Sushrutha Samhita. Leech 

therapy is indicated in pain sensitive patients as leech 

bite does not cause pain. It is also indicated in blood 

vitiated by pitta dosha and vitiation is at deeper 

planes.1 

Hirudotherapy is practised not only in Asia but also in 

European countries, Australia and America. It is often 

used in reconstructive surgeries to improve capillary 

circulation.2 Transmission of infection has been no-

ticed after leech therapy.3 Survey studies conducted at 

Leech therapy units of France university hospitals 

stressed measures to prevent infectious complications 

before application to the patient, have to be better ap-

plied and guidelines of good practices should be fol-

lowed. 4 Standard guidelines for the collection, usage 

and disposal of leeches has been set in European and 

American centres.5,6 Leech pharms are also present in 

many countries for the supply of leeches.7 Food and 

Drug Authority of USA considers leeches as the med-

ical device it has to be stored, used and discarded ac-

cording to the guidelines of medical devices.8 

 In India, leech therapy is practised at different Ayur-

veda centres. Leech collection, storage and therapy 

practices vary from centre to centre. Standard opera-

tive procedures or guidelines for practise are not avail-

able regarding the storage and use of leeches for ther-

apy in India. So, this survey has been carried out to 

study the present status of leech therapy practices in 

India. 

Methodology: 

A detailed questionnaire was prepared based on 

Sushrutha Samhita and current leech therapy prac-

tices. Validation of the questionnaire was done by dis-

tributing it to experts in the field of leech therapy and 

necessary corrections were made. Total 25 questions 

were formulated related to the selection of leeches for 

therapy, purification of the leeches, pre-operative, op-

erative, post-operative methods and common disease 

conditions where leech therapy is advised. Questions 

related to the collection of leeches and storage of 

leeches were not included in this study. The later ques-

tionnaire was arranged in Google forms and the link 

was sent to different Ayurveda doctors practising leech 

therapy through what’s app and email. Ayurveda sur-

geons, Shalyatantra and Panchakarma faculties of 

Ayurveda colleges and Ayurveda doctors practising 

Leech therapy were permitted to participate in this sur-

vey. Recipients were requested to respond to the ques-

tionnaire within 10 days. A reminder was sent after 5 

days. It was sent to more than 200 members. The study 

was carried out in May 2021. 

Results: 

Overall, 31 Responses were received. Most of the par-

ticipants were from South India and are either faculties 

in Ayurveda colleges or Ayurveda doctors who prac-

tice leech therapy. Results were analysed and it is as 

follows 

Selection of leeches for therapy: 22 participants an-

swered that Leeches were selected for treatment based 

on their activity and size.4 participants gave more im-

portance to the activity while the other 4 gave im-

portance to size and one answered as nothing is fol-

lowed. 

 Leech purification: 16 participants marked that they 

purify the leeches just before application while 13 do 

it one hour before and one participant on the previous 

day. One participant marked that purification is not 

done before application. 22 participants answered that 

they purify by keeping the leeches in Haridra jala for 

less than 15 minutes,7 told that they purify by keeping 

the leeches in Haridra Jala for 15-30 minutes while 2 

answered as more than 30 minutes. 

Prophylactic measures to prevent cross-infection: 

Ayurveda medicines were used by 21 participants to 

prevent infection, nine participants answered that they 

do not give any medicines while one answered as an-

tibiotics were used before leech therapy. 

Haematological examination: Haematological investi-

gations like bleeding time and clotting time were done 
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by 18 participants while 13 answered as no investiga-

tions will be carried out before leech therapy. 

Preparation of the site:16 people answered that the site 

of application will be prepared by cleaning with water 

while 10 participants answered the need for needle 

prick and 3 told about the use of a drop of blood,2 an-

swered that they rub the area with coarse powder. 

The body surface of the leeches should be kept moist 

while they suck the blood.29 participants answered 

that they use wet gauze to cover the leech surface 

while sucking, 2 answered that nothing will be done. 

Criteria to end the sucking by leeches:22 participants 

answered that they will wait for spontaneous fall of 

leeches while 6 answered that they use irritant sub-

stances like haridra to make the leeches detach.2 an-

swered that they give importance to the comfort of the 

patient while one answered as all 3 factors will be con-

sidered. 

Post bite site management: 27 participants answered 

that they use Ayurveda medicines for the dressing 

while 4 answered as plain dressing will be done. Out 

of this, all answered that they use Turmeric powder for 

bite site management. Some other medicines men-

tioned are Yasti Madhu churna, Shatadhouta ghrita, 

Madhu ghritha and Lodra churna. 

Duration of Bleeding from the bite site after therapy: 

Average duration of bleeding observed was 1-6 hours 

by 18 participants while 10 participants noted bleeding 

for 6-12 hours duration.3 participants answered as 

more than 12 hours.  

Complications after therapy: Bleeding from the site 

was observed as the major complication by 11 partici-

pants, 8 participants answered as itching while 4 had 

both of these. Ulceration and Skin rashes are the other 

complications noted. 

Post-operative management of leeches: 26 participants 

answered that after the procedure they use turmeric 

powder to make the leeches vomit the blood. 3 partic-

ipants were told only manual squeezing of the leeches 

will be done to vomit the blood. The remaining partic-

ipants answered as both methods will be followed. All 

participants marked that they would keep the used 

leeches in a separate jar. 

Reuse of applied leeches: 28 participants told that they 

reuse the leeches while 3 answered as they will not re-

use the leeches. Out of these 23 participants answered 

that they will reuse the leeches on the same patients. 5 

participants as on other patients also.16 participants 

answered that they will give a 1-month gap before re-

use while 4 answered 3 months. Response varied from 

one week to six months.  

Frequency of reuse:15 participants answered that 

leeches are reused 1-3 times.4 answered as 4-6 times.9 

answered that they will reuse till the leech dies. 

Leech therapy records: 10 participants answered that 

they maintain the indent, stock and procedure records 

for leech therapy.12 people answered that they main-

tain stock and procedure register is maintained remain-

ing 9answered that they will maintain only procedure 

register. 

Common conditions: According to the survey 5 com-

mon conditions where leech therapy is advised are 1. 

Skin diseases like Eczema, Pimples, Alopecia, Psoria-

sis,2. non-healing ulcers like Varicose ulcer Diabetic 

foot, 3. Varicose veins of the legs,4. Inflammatory 

conditions like cellulitis,5. Osteoarthritis of Knee. 

Along with this, some have answered that it is used in 

Thrombosed haemorrhoids, Glaucoma, Post Harpies 

neuralgia, Bhlepheritis conditions. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This study was planned to know the present status of 

leech therapy practices in Ayurveda leech therapy cen-

tres in India. Questionary was prepared based on 

Sushrutha Samhita and current practices in leech ther-

apy. This study included questions related to the pro-

cedure of leech therapy starting from the selection of 

the leeches for therapy to common conditions where 

leech therapy is practised. It does not include questions 

related to the Collection and storage of leeches. 31 

centres participated in this survey. Most of the partici-

pants are from South Indian states. Questions were di-

vided into three categories. 

Questions related to Purva karma or pre-operative 

procedures 

Questions related to pradhana karma or Operative 

procedures 
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Questions related to Paschat karma or PostPost-oper-

ative procedures 

Pre-operative procedures: Ayurveda explains the prep-

aration of the patient and the preparation of the leeches 

before application. Sushrutha Samhita explains that 

active leeches should be selected for application9. In 

practice size of the leech is also considered.22 partici-

pants considered both activity and size for the selec-

tion. Leeches should be purified before application. 

Except for one, all participants accepted that they 

would do the purification. The timing of purification 

varies from purification done just before application to 

one hour before application and the previous day. 

Modern Hirudo therapy centres segregate the leeches 

based on their body weight. Storage water is checked 

for microbial growth. Ayurveda leech centres use dif-

ferent methods for the storage of leeches like the clas-

sical pot method, Jar method and Aquarium10. 

Sushrutha Samhita says clean water should be used for 

storage and it should be changed once in three days. 

This may help to control microbial growth. Purifica-

tion of leeches with Haridra is also an important step 

in Ayurveda to reduce the number of micro-organisms. 

Studies have shown that purification with Haridra will 

reduce the concentration of micro-organisms on the 

leech body.11 

Preoperative measures for patients: Incidence of cross-

infection after leech therapy has been reported.12 

Prophylactic antibiotics were used to prevent cross-in-

fection. Sushrutha Samhitha has not mentioned the 

need for any medicines before or after leech therapy. 

But cautioned about the use of Savisha Jalauka. Treat-

ment of Savisha Jalauka bite has been explained. Post 

management of leech bite wound also mentioned in 

Sushrutha Samhitha.1316 respondents told that they 

use Ayurveda medicines as a prophylactic measure in 

leech therapy. Preoperatively haematological investi-

gations like BT and CT were carried out by 18 partic-

ipants while 13 answered as no investigations will be 

carried out before leech therapy. Even though leech 

bite leads to oozing from the capillaries it is safer to do 

at least BT and CT before the procedure. 

Application of leeches: Leeches will catch the body 

surface spontaneously provided no creams has applied 

over the site. If Leeches does not catch Sushrutha says 

to keep a drop of blood or milk over the area to attract 

the leeches.16 participants answered that area will be 

washed with water before application and 10 answered 

as they need needle prick or blood to make the leeches 

catch at the site. Once the leech starts sucking the 

blood, cold water should be sprinkled, or wet gauze 

should be covered over its body. 29 participants told 

that they keep the body surface of the leech moist by 

covering it with wet gauze. Leeches will detach once 

sucking is complete. 22 participants answered that 

they will wait till leeches leave spontaneously after 

sucking. Sushrutha says that if the patient feels pain or 

itching that is the indication that the leech is sucking 

pure blood.14 Leeches should be made into detaching 

by applying salt or Haridra to their mouth if a patient 

develops pain. Six participants replied that they use 

Haridra or Salt for detachment if needed. 

Post bite site management: 27 responded that they use 

Ayurveda drugs like Haridra or Shatdhaut grita for the 

dressing of leech bite wounds. While 4 responded as 

they do plain dressing. Some have responded that they 

apply lodra churna or Yastimadhu churna over the bite 

wound to stop the bleeding. The minimum duration of 

bleeding after leech therapy was observed for one hour 

by 15 participants and extended up to 1-6 hours by an 

equal number of participants. As leech saliva contains 

anticoagulants bleeding will continue for a long dura-

tion. But as it is capillary oozing unless it bites over 

the vein directly, chances of uncontrollable bleeding 

are remote. Bleeding and Itching was noted as two 

common complications after leech therapy. Skin 

rashes and bite site ulcerations were also noted by a 

few. Itching and skin rashes may be because of an al-

lergy to leech saliva or maybe because of the use of 

contaminated leech. Astanga hrudaya says if leeches 

are kept in water that is contaminated by faeces and 

other secretions by leech may show some reaction on 

application15. Any systemic Complications like infec-

tion or damage to the organ has not been reported in 

Ayurveda centres. 

Postoperative management of Leeches: After sucking, 

leeches are made to vomit the sucked blood by squeez-

ing them from tail end to mouth end as told by 
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Sushrutha. But it has been observed that just by apply-

ing haridra to its mouth, the leech will vomit the 

sucked blood. Squeezing the leeches may damage their 

suckers and chambers leading to the death of the leech. 

Almost 26 participants use Haridra to vomit the 

leeches. If leeches are kept without vomiting, 

Sushrutha says that they will develop Indramada a 

type of fever leading to the death of the leech. Nobody 

has reported regarding the development of Indramada. 

Reuse of leeches: Reuse of leeches are not recom-

mended by European and American guidelines.16,17But 

in India, Leeches are reused in many centres.28 partic-

ipants answered that they reused the leeches out of 

which 23 answered that they reuse it on the same pa-

tients. Leeches are reused one to three times by a max-

imum number of participants. It is recommended not 

to reuse the leeches on other patients to prevent the 

chances of spreading of infection. All participants an-

swered that they maintain the leech therapy records. It 

is important to maintain at least a procedure record in 

every centre. Leech therapy is indicated in Pittaja 

rakta dusti with doshas situated a little deeper to the 

skin plane and useful in very sensitive people. Most of 

the people answered that leech therapy is commonly 

practised in Skin disorders like eczema, psoriasis, pim-

ples and alopecia. Other conditions are varicose veins, 

non-healing ulcers and inflammatory conditions like 

cellulitis. Leeches are also used in the management of 

chronic pain like Osteoarthritis. Indications for Ja-

laukavacharana are almost the same as the use of Hir-

udotherapy in Biomedicine. 18 Thus this survey study 

has put light on the present situation of leech therapy 

practices in India. Even though no complications have 

been reported like cross-infection in Ayurveda centres 

it is advisable to make some Ayurveda drugs as 

prophylactic medicine before application. Leeches are 

reused in many centres which is also a point of con-

cern. There is a need to develop the standard protocol 

for leech storage, therapy, reuse and disposal of 

leeches in Leech therapy centres. 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Sushrutha Samhita explains in detail standard opera-

tive procedures for leech therapy. In the present sce-

nario lot of changes have been taken place in the stor-

age and practice of leech therapy. This study has pro-

vided a picture of the status of leech therapy practices 

in Ayurveda centres in India and the need for the de-

velopment of standard guidelines for the practice of 

leech therapy. 
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QUESTIONAIRE ON LEECH THERAPY 

 

1. Leeches are selected for therapy based on 

1.Size of the leeches,   2.Activity of the leeches,   3.Both,   4. No criteria followed 

 

2. Purification of the leeches done before application 

1.Yes                                              2. No 

 

3. Purification of leeches done  

1.Previous day of application,        2. One hour before application,  3.Just before application,   4. Not done 

 

4. Which drug is used for purification? 

1.Ayurveda drugs      2. Antibiotic solution      3.Nothing 

 

5. Which Ayurveda drugs are used for leech purification? 

 

6. How long leeches are kept in solution for purification 

1.Less than 15 min                2.15-30 minutes,   3.more than 30 minutes  

        

7. Prophylactic measures to prevent cross infection from leech therapy is done 

1.Ayurvedic medicines       2. Antibiotics     3.Both      4.Not done 
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8. Haematological examinations related to leech therapy done before application 

1.Yes                            2. No 

If yes mention the routine investigations performed: 

 

9. Preparation of the site of leech application is done  

1.Washing with water       2. Rubbed with course powder,  3.Application of ksheera bindu or shonita  bindu 

4.Needle prick is given to draw a drop of blood 

 

10. Body surface of leeches are kept moist  

1.Sprinkling water          2. Using wet gauze,   3.Immersing leech and body part completely in water 

4.Not done 

 

11. Criteria to end the sucking of leeches 

1. Spontaneous fall of leeches 2.Application of irritant substance after sufficient suck,  3. Patients discomfort 

 

12. Post bite site management will be done 

1.Plain dressing without any application 

2.Dressing with ayurvedic drugs 

3.Dressing with antibiotic cream 

4.Other…           Mention the drug used for dressing: 

 

13. Average duration of bleeding continued at the site after leech therapy observed for 

1. Minimum one hour       2.1-6 hours  3. 6-12 hours                  4.More than 12 hours 

 

14. Any complications observed after leech therapy- Local complications: 

1.Itching                                      2.Skin rashes  3.Bleeding                      4.Ulcer/scar 

 

15.Any Systemic complications noted 

 

16. Post-operative vomiting of leeches performed by 

1.Manual squeezing    2.Application of haridra   3.Not done                      4.Other… 

 

17. Used leeches are kept separately with date of usage and patient identity 

1.Yes                           2.No 

 

18. Percentage of leech death within 7 days of 1st application. 

1. 25% died             2.  25-50% died   3. 50-75% died               4.More than that 

 

19. Do you reuse leeches? 

1.Yes                         2.No 

20. Do you reuse leeches on same patient or different patients 

1.Same patients                  2.Different patients 

 

21. Time gap given for reusage of leeches after first application on same patient. 

1.1 month         2. 3 months           3.6 months         4.more than that 

22. Time gap given for reuse of leeches on different patients 

1.One month                      2.  Three months   3.6 months                         4.More than that 

23. Number of times leeches are reused 

1.Only once                  2. 1-3 times   3. 4-5 times                   4.Till death of the Leech 
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24. Records on leeches is maintained 

1.All records Indent, Stock and procedure register is maintained 

2.Only stock and procedure register is maintained 

3.Only procedure register is maintained 

4.No records maintained 

 

25. Most common 5 conditions where leach application is done at your centre. 
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