I. STANDARD OF PATIENT CARE

The purpose of this protocol is to provide standardized guidelines for ordering, applying, and monitoring medicinal leech therapy.
II         EXPECTED OUTCOME
The expectation of this protocol will be delivery of safe nursing care        during medicinal leech therapy. 

Desired outcomes include: Reduction of venous congestion of the affected area and improvement in local perfusion as evidenced by pink to red coloration of the affected area and the surrounding skin margins.
III        GUIDELINES   

A. Physician responsibilities

1. Educate the patient regarding the advantages of leech therapy and provide reassurance to allay fears which may be associated with leech therapy.

2. Obtain informed consent regarding leech therapy.
3. Write order for sterile, medicinal leeches.

4. Specify localized area to be treated.

5. Order base line hemoglobin and hematocrit at initiation of therapy and at least every other day.

6. Monitor patient response to leech therapy and notify nursing supervisor when no longer require leech therapy.

B. RN Supervisor responsibilities
1. RN  Supervisor will call CMS (central Materials and supplies) and inform them of the need for leeches.

2. The RN Supervisor will give the CMS employee the patient name, medical record number and the number of leeches required for therapy.

3. If the need for leeches is emergent, the RN Supervisor can call Tulane University Hospital Pharmacy              (504-588-5766) to borrow some leeches to start the therapy.  When TSICU’s shipment of leeches arrives, Tulane University Pharmacy is to be reciprocated accordingly.
a. When the leech shipment is received, they will be placed in the leech mobile home and maintained in the TSICU equipment room refrigerator in the TICU in distilled water solution with hiruda salt. Two grams of Hirudo salt is added to each gallon of distilled water to make the appropriate solution.

C. RN responsibilities
1. Ensure that patient consent is complete.
2. Check the physician’s order for specific directions regarding leech placement.

3. Explain the benefits of leech therapy to the patient and document.  NOTE:  The explanation of the process and what to expect definitely influences a patient’s attitude toward the use of leeches. Maintain a focus on the scientific merits of this biologic therapy.
4. In the event of patient anxiety, medical consideration should be given regarding use of anti-anxiety medications if warranted and consistent with the patient’s plan of care.

NOTE:  Leech therapy is generally painless due to the affected area  being denervated. The leech produces its own anesthetic with each bite. Obtain labs as ordered, especially hematocrit and hemoglobin.

5. Gather equipment

a. Non-toothed forceps

b. Two non-sterile specimen cups labeled with the patients name.

c. 70% alcohol.

d. 4 X 4 gauze

e. Distilled, non-chlorinated water containing Hiruda salt. Two grams of Hirudo salt is added to each gallon of distilled water to make the appropriate solution.
VI. PROCEDURE

A. Physician responsibilities
1. Physician should initially apply the leeches to the site  

      to clearly identify the desired application location, using clean   

      technique outlined below.

B. RN responsibilities
1. Wash Hands and apply non-sterile gloves.
2. Pour Hiruda salt solution from the holding container into the specimen cup labeled with the patients.
3. Remove two or three leeches with non-toothed forceps and transfer from the holding container to the prepared specimen cup and place the lid on the container. Make very small perforations in the lid.
4. Thoroughly cleanse application site with soap and water, removing all dressings, ointments, provodine-iodine or blood.  Rinse cleansed area thoroughly with distilled, non-chlorinated water.
5. Hold the leech firmly but gently with forceps and steer the head (narrow end of the leech) toward the area to be treated. The leech should attach quickly, but if it is reluctant to bite you may need to prick the skin with a small sterile needle to produce a drop of blood, if this is permitted by the physician.  If the leech is still reluctant to latch on, try another leech.  (You can place that leech in a separate container labeled with that patient’s name back in the leech refrigerator and try again with that same leech later)  DO NOT PLACE LEECHES THAT HAVE TOUCHED THE PATIENT BACK WITH THE OTHER LEECHES.  Apply a different leech in the same fashion as mentioned above.        NOTE: Persistent resistance may be due to poor arterial supply at the site, in which case the physician should be notified.
6. Once attached, the leech will remain in place until fully distended, approximately 10-15 minutes. Monitor the leech frequently to ensure that it has not moved or dropped off.  NOTE:  If the leech needs to be removed before natural detachment, apply a common table salt to the head of the leech.  Never forcibly remove a leech.
7. Instruct the patient not to touch the leech or attempt to remove it manually.  Reassure the patient that they will be checked frequently while the leech is in place.
8. Document in the medical record that leech therapy is in progress.
C. Post procedure and disposal of leeches after use
1. After the leech detaches, drop it in a specimen cup containing 70% alcohol and screw on the cap. Once you have collected 4 or 5 used leeches in the alcohol, pour solidifying agent in the container and dispose just as other infectious waste. NEVER place a used leech with unused leeches. NEVER REUSE a leech on another patient. Treat the used leech as HAZARDOUS WASTE. 

2. With each application, assess the area around the attachment site for local infection.

3. Encourage each bite to bleed by gently removing locally forming clots. 
4. The leech bite wound may bleed for 24-48 hours due to the anticoagulant and local vasodilator contained in the leeches saliva.
D. Storage of Leeches
1. To maintain healthy leeches, change the water every other day, using distilled non-chlorinated water.
2. Two grams of Hirudo salt is to be added to each gallon of distilled water to make the solution that the live leeches are kept.

3. Leeches are heat sensitive and should not be placed in water hotter than 45 F.  Store leeches in a cool place with temperatures of 42 – 45 F. Avoid temperatures above 68 F.
NOTE:  The two most important things are to avoid heat and chlorinated tap water

   4.    Maintenance of the leeches will be documented in the Medicinal Leeches Logbook, kept in the equipment room next to the leech refrigerator.

VI. DOCUMENTATION  

The RN and the Physician need to document leech therapy in progress and the patient tolerance and response.
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