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Unwelcome Hitchhiker in Area Waters 

 
Summertime is here!  The area’s waters are warming up and becoming more and more inviting 
to humans and an annoying pest. 
 
As part of their life cycle, very tiny water bugs are known to attach themselves to almost any 
swimming animal, including humans.  These little bugs are the cause of swimmer’s itch. 
 
The bugs that cause swimmer’s itch live in shallow water.  They spend most of their life in either 
a snail or waterfowl.  The bugs hatch when the water warms up, just in time to go for a ride on a 
human. 
 
Fortunately, the little bugs do not pose a long-term threat to humans.  The bugs do cause an 
amazingly intense itching.  The little bugs burrow into the outer layer of a person’s skin and a 
severe local irritation develops.  Within an hour, the little bugs die.  The bugs are then shed from 
the skin. 
 
Prevention is the key to avoiding swimmer’s itch.  Dr. Robert Graham, Medical Director of the 
Central Michigan District Health Department recommends the following actions to prevent 
swimmer’s itch: 
 

 Avoid swimming in areas where swimmer’s itch is known to be a problem or signs are 
posted. 

 An onshore wind will blow swimmer’s itch bugs towards the shore, so avoid swimming 
on windy days. 

 Dry off your entire body briskly and completely with a towel after coming out of the 
water. 

 Take a hot, soapy shower immediately after swimming. 
 
In the event that you or your children do get swimmer’s itch, Dr. Graham recommends the 
following: 
 

 Rinse off your body with a strong stream of water (like from a garden hose).  Doing this 
might dislodge some of the little bugs and decrease the amount of itching. 

 Apply a 1.0 percent hydrocortisone cream to the itching area. 
 Apply cold compresses to the itching areas. 

 
Dr. Graham also said, “Antihistamines are another option that will help decrease the itching, but 
be careful when using these drugs because they can cause drowsiness.  If someone chooses to 
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use an antihistamine, they shouldn’t operate machinery, drive a vehicle, drink alcoholic 
beverages or mix them with other drugs that can cause drowsiness.” 
 
If a person is a lakefront property owner, you can also do the following things to stop swimmer’s 
itch from invading your beachfront: 
 

 Remove riprap from shallow waters 
 Do not feed or encourage waterfowl to come into your area 

 
This article was provided by the staff at Central Michigan District Health Department, which 
serves residents in Arenac, Clare, Gladwin, Isabella, Osceola and Roscommon Counties. 
 


