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CDC reports 40% rise in Lyme disease 

May 6, 2004
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By Anita Manning, USA TODAY

The incidence of Lyme disease jumped 40% from 2001 to 2002 and reached an all-time high of 23,763 cases, federal health authorities report Friday.

Lyme disease has been increasing since reporting began in 1991 as people move closer to deer tick habitats and the range of the ticks themselves has grown. At the same time, doctors have become more alert to Lyme disease and are better at diagnosing it early, says epidemiologist Erin Staples of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

The tick-borne disease was reported in every state except Hawaii, Oklahoma and Montana in 2002, the CDC says. The highest incidence of Lyme disease, accounting for 95% of cases, occurred in Eastern states from Maine to Maryland and in Wisconsin and Minnesota. 

In 2001, 17,029 cases were reported, an incidence of six cases per 100,000 people nationally. A year later, that had increased to 8.2 per 100,000. The situation in 2003 showed little improvement, Staples says. Preliminary figures on cases at the end of that year "were nearly identical" to 2002 numbers. 

Entomologist Kirby Stafford, chief scientist at the Connecticut Agricultural Experiment Station in New Haven, expects a large crop of ticks this year, "based on patterns of tick activity I've seen over the past several years." Tick numbers were relatively low last year, he says, and generally, tick populations are high every other year. 

The disease, which was first identified in Lyme, Conn., in 1977, can occur year-round. But it is most common from May through August, when the speck-size deer ticks that carry it are abundant.

Typically, the bite of an infected tick causes a characteristic bull's-eye rash that appears a week or two after the bite, along with flu-like symptoms, such as fever, fatigue, headache and achiness in muscles and joints. 

A vaccine against Lyme disease was withdrawn from the market in 2002 by its manufacturer, which cited poor sales. If the disease is caught early and treated with antibiotics, long-term effects, including arthritis and neurological problems, can be avoided. 

But it's best to prevent infection in the first place by wearing insect repellent and doing daily tick checks, Staples says. "The majority of cases are acquired in a person's own backyard."

