GIARDIA LAMBIA: Don’t Get Beaver Fever

Over the last 25 years a trend has grown through the backcountry of the United States. Giardia lamblia, an amoeba like protozoa has been spreading into streams, rivers and lakes. Found in two forms, both as an active trophozoite and as a dormant cyst, Giardia is responsible for making tens of thousands of people sick each year in the United States. Although infection by drinking untreated water is one of the most common causes of Giardiasis, Giardia is a growing health hazard in our treated water supplies and is reaching an epidemic level in day care centers. 

The good news is that a run in with Giardia in developed areas of the world isn't going to be fatal as long as you are in good health and have access to medical treatment. In more remote sections of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, Giardia is responsible for over two million infections annually and thousands of deaths, sadly most of these are children. Knowing this now if during the last time you were in the great outdoors you gulped down some cool, clean water from a stream, don't panic. Your odds of contracting Giardiasis (a Giardia infection) are extremely low when you compare your odds to slipping in the bathtub or getting into a car accident.


The best way to avoid Giardia is by treating any water source in the outdoors before you drink it and practice proper hygiene. Today there are three practical solutions to treating your water, and one somewhat unpractical one. You can boil your water, treat it chemically, filter it with or without additional chemical treatment, and finally you can use a reverse osmosis filter. 

Boiling your water before drinking it is sound advice. Just getting the water to a boil will kill off most nasty stuff, including Giardia. However there are hardier species of viruses and bacteria that can survive even at high temperatures. To be safe make sure you boil your water for at least five minutes. Boiling water isn't just good advice, it is also the cheapest way to remove biological pathogens from water. One thing that boiling will not do is remove chemical contaminates. If your water source is cloudy and or devoid of any life (fish, plants, algae, frogs or other amphibians, etc.) it might not be safe to drink regardless of how long you boil it. 

Chemical treatments have been around for most of the twentieth century in one form of another. People that live in hurricane prone areas are told to keep some chlorine bleach around as a water purifying agent, a small amount of chlorine bleach per gallon can kill off most pathogens without making you ill IF you let it sit long enough. Most store bought solutions are based on iodine and/or chlorine tablets. Tablets are dropped into the water and are allowed to sit for at least 30 minutes. The iodine kills off the pathogens while leaving the water potable, well sort off. The iodine will give the water a funny taste, best described as eating a band-aid. Some treatments have ascorbic acid (vitamin C) tablets to treat the treated water, and remove the iodine taste and replace it with a slightly tart aftertaste. The main issue with chemical treatments is the water needs to be warm, at least 70 degrees to be effective. Cold water may need treatment all night to be safe. People who have thyroid problems can have serious medical issues with ingesting iodine, and prolonged exposure to iodine has been known to cause thyroid problems. 

This leads to the third solution, which is filtering. Filters come in all sorts of shapes, sizes, and capacities (we could write a whole story just on filters). Filters can offer three different options, a simple microbiological filter with pores measured in microns, a carbon filter system as well as pores, and/or an iodine filtering system as well as the pores. If you have a filter or are looking to buy one, don't waste your money on anything that has filter pores larger than 0.2 microns. Anything larger and bacteria can still pass through, however the much larger Giardia cysts and protozoa will still be filtered out. A filter without iodine will not remove viruses, so in the end you may have to boil your water anyway or treat with iodine. A filter with carbon or charcoal has a major advantage over the other purifying methods; it can remove dangerous chemicals from the water that tablets and boiling will leave behind. Another benefit of filtering is the water will usually taste better. 

The final method of filtering that is at least worth mentioning is reverse osmosis. Very expensive, complicated, bulky and heavy, reverse osmosis filters are not practical for camping. They have the benefit of removing just about anything nasty from water including, viruses, bacteria, amoeba, protozoa, and chemicals. A reverse osmosis filter can even desalinate seawater. 

One thing to keep in mind if you are boiling, using tablets, and not using a charcoal filter is they will not take chemical contaminates out of the water. Arsenic, lead, and other heavy metals, dangerous amounts of potassium, phosphorus, and heavy sediments will all be left behind. In certain places like Badlands National Park in South Dakota no amount of treatment, short of dragging a reverse osmosis plant with you is going to make the water potable. In areas where there is a lot of agriculture activity and leeching from fertilizers this can be especially dangerous. The bottom line, know your water source as best as you can. 

This leads us back to Giardia lamblia...

Read about more Giardia lamblia NOW!

Giardia is spread through the feces of infected carriers. In outdoor slang you may hear Giardia being referred to as, "beaver fever." This is because beavers are excellent hosts for spreading Giardia. The sad reality is that the main source of infection in the backcountry has been man. Improper procedures for human waste disposal in the backcountry by infected carriers spread Giardia into the ecosystem, which infect other animals; primarily beavers but a short list of carriers include deer, muskrat, coyotes, and feral pigs. As a matter of fact, health officials in the United States estimate that 4% to 20% of the total population is unknowing carriers of Giardia cysts. 

By ingesting either the active trophozoite or a dormant cyst a human can be infected. The trophozoite is the active, amoeba like form of Giardia that is vastly larger than a virus or bacteria. The amoebas attach themselves to the walls of the small intestine where they feed off of the host carrier. Although they have not been known to do major damage or move to other parts of the body, severe infections can block the passage of nutrients into the body resulting in severe and rapid weight loss. Eventually the amoebas get further into the digestive tract and encase themselves in a cyst to assure their survival when they leave the body. Medical science isn't sure exactly how long a cyst can survive, but they do know it is at least two months, and extreme hot or cold doesn't seem to affect them. If the cyst is ingested the digestive fluids eat away the shell releasing the trophozoite and the cycle of infection is repeated. 

Giardia cysts seem to be prolific when it comes to finding water. In National Forests where pit toilets are present, the rate of infection and contamination is much higher than remote parts of the United States. Even well water can be infected if the well is located to close to the leech field of a pit toilet or poorly designed. Just one single Giardia trophozoite can produce one million cysts in just ten days! 

If a hiker were to ingest a single cyst, unless they were in incredibly poor health they wouldn't even know it. Doctors aren't exactly sure how or why Giardia makes us sick, but they do know you need to ingest at least ten trophozoites or cysts before you will get ill, and a case of Giardiasis. 

Generally a person suffering from Giardiasis will show symptoms ten to twenty-one days after ingestion, but this time period can be shorter or longer. Infection can last from four days to four weeks, or even longer. Symptoms include oily, foul smelling diarrhea, a feeling of weakness and being run down, abdominal cramps, unexplained weight loss and nausea. More severe cases can bring on anorexia, vomiting and fever. 

Because so many outdoor illnesses manifest themselves with flu like symptoms you should see a doctor if you become ill within 30 days of an outdoors trip. Especially if you have flu like symptoms, are feeling weak, nauseated, rundown or have diarrhea. Not only can this be an indication of Giardiasis or other intestinal infections, other illnesses like Lyme disease start off with similar flu like symptoms. Today there are about four different medications that can treat Giardiasis. They are all inexpensive, readily available, and have a limited number of side effects. 

The key to avoiding Giardia and other water borne pathogens is know your water source and treat it accordingly. Boiling water is the cheapest, fastest, and most effective way to assure it safe from biological pathogens (but not chemicals). By following some common sense advice you can have a great and safe time while in the outdoors and not suffer the symptoms of beaver fever later.
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