Giardia lamblia
(giardiasis)
Giardia lamblia trophozoites live in the small intestine of the host.  Cysts, which are resistant to adverse environmental conditions, are passed in the feces of an infected host, and the next host is infected when it ingests cysts in food or water contaminated with feces (view a diagram of the life cycle). Giardiasis is diagnosed by finding cysts or trophozoites in the feces, and both life cycle stages have a characteristic appearance. The trophozoites average about 15 µm in length, have a distinct "tear-drop" shape and two nuclei at the anterior end.  The characteristic shape of the trophozoite is particularly interesting when they are viewed with an scanning electron microscope (view SEM).  People who see G. lamblia under the microscope often say that it appears that the trophozoites are "staring back at them."  The trophozoites also contain a dark transverse rod, the axostyle, which seems to be a supportive element.  The cysts average about 13 µm in length, are oval, and contain two nuclei and remnants of the axostyle.  Because of these unique characteristics, G. lamblia is one of the easiest intestinal protozoans of humans to diagnose. 
Unlike Entamoeba histolytica which can invade the tissues of the large intestine, G. lamblia does not invade the tissues of the small intestine.  However, the trophozoites do adhere closely to the lining of the small intestine, and in heavy infections much of the lining of the small intestine can be covered with trophozoites.  The symptoms associated with giardiasis range from none (in light infections) to severe, chronic diarrhea (in heavy infections), but not dysentery.

Giardia lamblia infection of the small intestine. The small pear-shaped trophozoites live in the duodenum and become infective cysts that are excreted. They produce a watery diarrhea. A useful test for diagnosis of infectious diarrheas is stool examination for ova and parasites.

What is giardiasis?

Giardiasis (gee-ar-die-a-sis with a soft "G") is a contagious (infectious) form of diarrhea. This infection is caused by a parasite that is most commonly transmitted through direct contact with infected feces or by eating food or drinking water that are contaminated by feces.

What is Giardia?
Giardia lamblia is the full name of the parasite that causes giardiasis. The parasite lives in two stages: trophozoites and cysts. Trophozoites are the active form of the parasite inside the body. Cysts represent the resting stage that enables the parasite to survive outside the body.

How does the infection begin?
Infection begins from swallowing the Giardia cysts. The acid in the stomach activates the cysts, which in turn release the trophozoites. The parasites attach to the lining of the small intestine, reproduce, and are swept down the intestine in the fecal stream. Cysts form in the lower intestines and are then passed in the feces.

How is the parasite transmitted?
The parasite is spread from person to person through contact with infected feces. Contact with feces can be direct or indirect. Direct contact with infected feces can, for example, occur between children or between sexual partners through anal sex. Indirect transmission can occur by consuming food or water that have been contaminated with feces containing the cysts.

How common is giardiasis?
Giardia is one of the most common intestinal parasites in the world. The parasite infects up to 20% of the world's population. The disease is most prevalent in developing countries, where infections are associated with poor sanitary conditions, poor water quality control, and overcrowding.

