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TICKS AND LYME DISEASE

Lyme disease was named after the town of Lyme, Connecticut after arthritis was found there in a group of children.  Then, in 1984 it was found that an infected deer tick that transmits the bacterium Borrelia burdorferi transmits this disease.  This disease has since been found in many areas of the United States but is mostly found in the northeastern, mid Atlantic and upper north-central regions, which includes us in Monroe County.

The scientific name for the tick that carries Lyme disease is Ixodes scapularis.  These “deer ticks” are much smaller than the more common wood ticks that we are used to seeing in this area.  The tick is looking for a meal of blood, and must insert its mouthparts into the skin in order to do this.  This takes some time and it is believed that the bacteria does not go into the person or animal until the tick has been feeding for 24 - 48 hours.  For this reason, it is important to inspect yourselves and your children closely as soon as possible after being outside during the warm months and to remove any ticks you find.  The sooner you get ticks off, the less chance there is of getting Lyme disease.  Since these ticks are small and the nymph and larval stages are even smaller finding them can be difficult.

These ticks have a two-year life cycle.  In the spring the eggs hatch into the larval stage.  The eggs do not carry the bacteria so it is rare for the larval stage to transmit Lyme disease.  After feeding, the larval stage evolves into the nymph stage in the fall and winter.  At this point the nymph is dormant and does not feed until the following spring and summer.  The nymph then becomes an adult in the fall.  During the fall and winter the adult will feed and lay eggs in the spring starting the cycle over again.  Ticks prefer shade and high humidity and are commonly found in leaf litter.  Areas with high rodent and deer populations will generally have high tick populations.

Often the first sign that an infected tick has bitten you is the appearance of a spreading red rash.  Typically this occurs 7 - 14 days after the tick bite but it may occur from 3 - 30 days later and some people never develop this rash.  Other symptoms include fever, fatigue, headache, muscle and joint pain.  Occasionally this can progress to affect the heart and the central nervous system.  If untreated or inadequately treated it can lead to chronic intermittent joint problems and occasionally chronic nervous system problems.  Lyme disease can be disabling, but is seldom fatal.

The diagnosis is often based on the clinical findings of the typical skin rash or known tick bite but frequently symptoms are so general that a blood test may be done to confirm or rule out Lyme disease.  Unfortunately, having Lyme disease once does not mean you will not get it again. It cannot be spread person to person.

Lyme disease can be effectively treated with a three to four week course of antibiotics.  If neurologic problems occur, treatment may require four weeks or more of intravenous antibiotics.

Since no one wants to stay inside during the summer, we must be cautious of these pests.  Wearing light colored clothing makes the ticks easier to see.  Checking your clothing, skin and pets after being outside is important.  Insect repellents with DEET can help and applying perethrin to clothes will kill ticks on contact. 
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