Ticks
Ticks are a very common nuisance in paddling venues and quite prevalent in paddling venues. Ticks can
be infected with bacteria, viruses, or parasites. Some of the most common tick-borne diseases in the
United States include Lyme disease, babesiosis, ehrlichiosis, Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever,
anaplasmosis, Southern Tick-Associated Rash Illness, Tick-Borne Relapsing Fever, and tularemia.
Chances are quite high that you personally know several people that have contracted Lyme disease.
As a recap:
•
•
•

Ticks are a common nuisance especially in the Eastern US
Ticks carry a wide variety of diseases that can impact your life for many years to come
Take necessary precautions and inspect for ticks after any outdoor activities

Common Tick Venues
The preferred habitat for ticks is border areas with tall brush, high grasses, and thick leaves. Ticks love
dark moist areas and seek the same features on your body. Paddlers are most exposed to ticks when
traveling to and from the river on foot. We are also exposed when portaging rapids through the woods.
Stay in the middle of well-worn trails and avoid contact with side brush if possible. Pets like dogs and
cats. The White-footed Mice are the most common agents for transmission of the Lyme disease bacteria
to ticks. Areas with lots of acorns are problematic since that is the favorite food for White-footed Mice.
Ticks require three items to survive:
1. Warm Temperatures (Greater than 44o
2. High Humidity (Greater than 80%)
3. Lots of potential Hosts
When you think about it, ticks love our paddling locations and are most active during our busy paddling
season.

Lyme Disease Distribution
The Mid-Atlantic has the highest concentration of Lyme Disease cases:

Lyme Disease is the most common tick-borne illness and reported cases are rising rapidly:

Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever Distribution
The South East has the highest concentration of Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever cases (not the Rocky
Mountains):

Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever cases are also rising quickly:

Tick Disease Distribution Caveats
Although it “looks” like the Western US has far fewer cases reported than the Eastern US, they have a
much wider variety of tick-borne illnesses. Also, remember a major requirement for ticks – humidity.
Many Western states are very arid. The CDC has a great page showing the distribution of common ticks
and the types of illness they transmit: Tick Distribution Maps.

Tick Prevention
Situational awareness – knowing where ticks reside and limiting exposure are crucial steps to take. Stay
on well-worn trails and avoid contact with high grass, brushy areas, and especially leaf clutter. Be extra
careful around pets who often carry ticks. Choose sunny exposed areas for lunch breaks – ticks can’t live
in dry areas like these.
Cover Up – I wear thin neoprene long pants while paddling even in the Summer. These pants help
provide protection against not just ticks but poison ivy as well. Since most ticks will come from the
ground, this provides a great first layer of defense. You can add a light-colored top which makes ticks
very easy to see.
Chemicals – Insect repellents like DEET, Permethrin, or Picaridin applied to your clothing is very
effective – Permethrin is especially effective as it holds up to several washings (just don’t apply to your
skin). Once again, ticks generally come from the ground up so applying to your pants legs is most
effective.
Inspection – Inspect your clothing and take a shower after your paddling day. Take a close look at the
favorite hiding areas for ticks – the dark & moist areas of your body.

Bear in mind, ticks can be quite small (especially the larva) as can be seen in the following diagram:

Heat – Wash clothes in hot water and dry using heat for at least 10 minutes. Heat kills ticks.

Tick Types
Although this isn’t fully comprehensive list of ticks, these are the most common ones. If bitten, it doesn’t
hurt to bring the tick with you during your doctor visit. The type of tick can provide clues on which type
of illness they need to treat.
The deer tick (Ixodes scapulars) is found mainly in the Eastern and upper Midwestern regions of the U.S.
It can cause conditions like Lyme disease and babesiosis.

The dog tick (Dermacentor variabilis) is found in the Eastern half of the U.S. and can cause diseases such
as Rocky Mountain spotted fever and tularemia. There have been reports of dog ticks as far west as
California.

The lone star tick (Ambylomma americanum) lives in the Northeast and Midwest regions of the U.S. It
carries diseases such as ehrlichiosis and Southern tick associated rash illness.

Symptoms of Tickborne Illness
Unfortunately, symptoms might not prevent themselves for several weeks. The diseases are transmitted
by the tick saliva and require at least 24 hours for transmission. These are the common symptoms:
•
•
•

Chills & Fever
Aches & Pains: Headache, Fatigue, and Muscle Aches. Joint pain often takes place with Lyme
Disease.
Rash:
o Lyme Disease: This takes place from several days up to one month before other
symptoms like fever start. The rash is called Erythema Migrans.

o
o

o

STARI: Presents a similar rash as Lyme Disease. STARI comes from the Lone Star
Tick. The plus side is no arthritic issues.
Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever: If a red splotchy rash presents itself, it tends to grow
over time.

Tularemia: Skin Ulcer and swelling of the lymph glands.

Tick Removal
First a word of caution, avoid crushing the tick or any other actions that can cause the tick to expel its
saliva. Use fine tipped tweezers or a tick twister to grab the tick as close to the skin as possible. Pull
steady and upward to remove the tick – essentially back it out. Wash the area thoroughly with soap &
water or with an alcohol pad. Save the tick by killing with alcohol and seal in a plastic bag. The tick may
be helpful later if a suspicious illness develops.

Treatment
Timing for tests is a critical success factor. Blood tests for Lyme Disease take up to 6 weeks before your
body develops enough antibodies for a positive confirmation. Early treatment with antibiotics can throw
the test off as well. The ticks themselves can also be tested although this isn’t advised. First off, the tick
should be contained and kept alive, usually with a blade of grass. Second just because the tick has Lyme
disease, it doesn’t mean that it successfully transmitted the disease to you.
The type of tick can be very helpful in proper diagnosis.
Early diagnosis is important in limiting the harmful effects of Lyme Disease.
An antibiotic treatment regime will be prescribed by your physician – as with all antibiotics, complete the
entire prescription. Treatment is very effective.

Summary
Ticks are something we need to be mindful of on paddling trips during the Spring, Summer, and Fall
when they are most active. Understanding how ticks survive is crucial for avoidance. Ticks need heat,
moisture, and a steady supply of hosts like mice. Covering up, insect repellents, and careful inspection
after your paddling trip will go a long way in prevention. Knowledge of the symptoms and working with
your physician is crucial to effective treatment. Unfortunately, there isn’t any medically approved
vaccine for Lyme Disease for humans at the present time – perhaps in the future.

