
Мore free environmental science resources аt: www.ScienceJournalForKids.org

More river prawns = less snail fever?
TEACHER’S KEY

Check your understanding
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When humans come into contact with water that has infected snails in it (whether by swimming, 
bathing, drinking the water, washing laundry etc.) the young schistosome worms can pierce 
the skin of the humans and enter their body. There, they migrate to the blood vessels and 
live for years where they produce eggs, which often cause infections and pain in the humans. 
The eggs are released from the human body with waste (urine or feces). If this happens near 
a body of water, the eggs enter the water, grow into baby worms ( and seek to infect aquatic 
snails. In the snail, they grow more and multiply. They then leave the snail and swim around 
to find suitable human (or other vertebrate) victims.
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Can you describe the life cycle of a schistosome worm (the parasitic worms that are making 
people sick), and how it infects humans?

Why do we think river prawns are the crucial link between dams and disease?

River prawns are a main predator of aquatic snails that are infected by schistosome worms. 
Most of the prawns have to migrate downstream to brackish (saltier) waters in order to mate 
and reproduce. The young prawns then migrate back up the river. Dams block the migration 
and therefore the reproduction of the prawns, and their numbers drop. When there are fewer 
prawns, fewer snails get eaten, and more schistosome worms can infect snails and multiply 
there. 

We showed this link by comparing the numbers of human schistosomiasis infections before 
and after dams were built on various river systems in Africa. We showed that the numbers 
of diseased people went up in watersheds that were dammed and within prawn habitat. The 
increase in infection was less in dammed rivers outside of prawn habitat, and the numbers of 
infections decreased on average in watersheds without dams

What other factors could have contributed to increasing the numbers of snails upstream of 
dams (other than the lack of prawns)? 
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TEACHER’S KEY

How do our outdoor activities
impact wildlife?
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Many changes happen in a river once it is dammed. Lower turbidity, lower salinity, and changes 
in vegetation could all have increased the number of snails independent of prawn numbers. 

What other factors could reduce the number of prawns in the area? How can we still be so sure 
that prawns are the crucial link between dams and disease?

Overfishing, pollution, habitat changes, etc. could also contribute to prawn numbers decreasing. 
However, we did a comparison of disease numbers before and after dam construction in 3 
different areas: in rivers with dams within prawn habitat, in rivers with dams outside of prawn 
habitat, and in rivers without dams. The disease rates were highest in the dammed watershed 
within prawn habitat, and lower in the dammed rivers where prawns don’t normally live.

How different would the results graph have looked if prawns had nothing to do with the 
increase in disease in river areas where dams were built?

The two groups comparing disease rates within and outside of prawn habitat would have 
shown no difference. 

How does the intersection of geography (river catchments and water flow) and people's 
livelihoods (how they earn money to live) contribute to infection?

Where people reside, where they travel, and where and how they work matter. People residing 
closer to water sources, who travel in or near water sources, and who work in fishing or who 
work in flooded rice fields will be more likely than others to become infected.


