Life Cycle

Heterobilharzia americana is just one of countless types of naturally occurring parasites that live in the great outdoors of the Southern United States.  The organism uses snails of the family Lymnaeidae as an intermediate host and raccoons, bobcats, nutria, rabbits and dogs as definitive hosts.  These hosts become vectors which can transport the parasite throughout the region.  The life cycle of this fluke is remarkable and an unlikely set of steps must take place in a timely fashion in order for it to come to fruition.  Although the organism can potentially be found in virtually any body of surface water, it is more commonly found in stagnant bodies of water with muddy bottoms.  Information on Heterobilharzia americana can be found at http://cal.vet.upenn.edu/dxendopar/parasitepages/trematodes/h_americana.html
Pathology
Heterobilharzia americana is not able to use humans as a host.   However, like several other naturally occurring flukes, it can cause an irritation of the skin called “swimmers itch.”  Information on swimmers itch and the interaction with the fluke and humans can be found at http://www.swimmersitch.org/ .  However, the fluke can infect dogs as an intermediate host.  Dogs can become infected if they are in water which happens to contain the cercarial stage of the parasite, which can only live for 24 hours as a free-swimming organism.  The organism reenters the ecosystem through the feces of the host.  Information regarding the infection, treatment and prevention for dogs can be found at http://www.peteducation.com/article.cfm?cls=2&cat=1622&articleid=745 
Prevention

The logical approach to prevention is keeping dogs out of stagnant water, such as ponds or canals, especially those bodies of water where other dogs/animals are known to defecate.  This prudent measure is efficient at controlling a myriad of diseases.  The Watershed Protection & Development Review and Parks & Recreation Departments have teamed up in order to help promote responsible habits for pet owners through the Scoop the Poop program.  The Scoop Poop program can facilitate parks and neighborhood associations that wish to promote the responsible practices such as using Mutt Mitts to dispose of feces.  Information on this program and how you can be a part of it can be found at

http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/watershed/wq_scoop.htm
