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TICK TOCK! GETTING

Warm winters help keep pests active
year-round; more illnesses seen in April

BY LISA L. COLANGELO

lisa.colangelo@newsday.com

On Long Island, every season
has become tick season.

Scientists and medical ex-
perts say the warm winters
have helped keep ticks unusu-
ally active year-round. That
means more bites and more
chances to be infected with dis-
eases the tiny creatures carry.

Doctors also are still trying to
unravel the impact of lone star
ticks, which appear to be gain-
ing ground across the region.
Even though they don’t carry
the bacteria that cause Lyme dis-
ease, they carry other pathogens
that cause health problems.

Dr. Luis Marcos, an infec-
tious disease expert with Stony
Brook Medicine, said he and
his colleagues have seen pa-
tients in March and early April
with “tons of tick bites.”

While most of them were
identified as bites from lone
star ticks, they also have had
cases of Lyme disease, as well
as anaplasmosis, another tick-
borne disease with symptoms
that include fever, headache,
chills and muscle aches.

Both Lyme disease and
anaplasmosis are carried by
deer ticks, also known as black-
legged ticks.

“All these things we are used
to seeing in late May, June, July,”
Marcos said. “Now for about
the last two years we are seeing
more tick cases in April. This is
not what we are used to seeing.”

Entomologist Scott Campbell
said Long Islanders should be
taking precautions against tick
bites all year long.

Lone star makes its mark

“In the spring, we have differ-
ent species active, and that’s
when people are more active
outdoors,” said Campbell, chief
of the Arthropod-Borne Dis-
ease Laboratory at the Suffolk
County Department of Health
Services. “The lone star ticks
are more active in the spring
. . . They are aggressive biters,
and a lot of the residents of
Long Island will come into con-
tact with them.”

A Lone Star tick at Suffolk
County's Yaphank lab in 2019.
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For years, Long Islanders
have focused on avoiding deer
ticks, which can spread Lyme
disease. These ticks primarily
use deer and mice both as a
source of food and a method of
transportation.

Tick surveillance is con-
ducted in 10 sites across Suffolk
County and is focused on test-
ing for pathogens rather than
trying to estimate the popula-
tion of ticks. Since 2014, be-
tween 42% and 70% of deer
ticks tested in Suffolk tested
positive for the bacteria that
causes Lyme disease.

Nassau County does not con-
duct tick surveillance. But many
ticks, mostly the blacklegged
species, were detected in Nas-
sau during the 2021 and 2022
“Tick Blitz,” a citizen-science
project run by the Northeast Re-
gional Center for Excellence in
Vector-Borne Diseases, led by
Cornell University’s Depart-
ment of Entomology.

Campbell said the deer tick
population appears to be a little
lower than in previous years,
but lone star ticks are “plenti-
ful” and could be taking over as
the predominant species in Suf-
folk.

Adult female ticks have a
white dot on their backs, which
give them their name. Both
adults and nymphs, or the
young ticks, will bite humans
often. This may cause an itchy
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rash and skin irritation due to
an allergic reaction to the tick’s
saliva.

Others bitten by lone star
ticks have developed a syn-
drome known as alpha-gal,
where they become allergic to
red meat, said Dr. Andrew Han-
del, a pediatric infectious dis-
eases expert at Stony Brook
Children’s Hospital who treats
patients withtick-borne dis-
eases. Those with alpha-gal can
develop severe stomach pain,
hives or an itchy rash, swelling
of the lips, throat, tongue or eye-
lids — among other symptoms
— two to six hours after eating
meat or dairy products, as well
as gelatin-coated medications.

“There’s a component in
their saliva similar to a chemi-
cal found in red meat,” he said.
“This is becoming more com-
mon.”

There’s another worry: Han-
del said the lab is also studying
another lone star tick-carried
pathogen, Rickettsia ambly-
ommatis, which he describes as
a first cousin to the bacteria
that causes Rocky Mountain
spotted fever.

“We know about 60% of our
lone star ticks are infected with
it, but there is close to no litera-
ture on what it actually does in
humans that get infected,
though we expect it briefly
causes mild symptoms,” Han-
del said.

Researchers at Stony Brook
Medicine will study blood sam-
ples from young children in an
effort to track the disease.

“We know that Rickettsia am-
blyommatis is found in a major-
ity of our local lone star ticks,
but we don’t know much about
its impact on people,” Handel
said. “A few cases have been
documented of people with
mild symptoms — fever, rash,
and headache — which typi-
cally improve without antibi-
otics. We suspect other people
have similar symptoms from in-
fection, but we are studying it
at Stony Brook to get a better
understanding.”

Lone star ticks also are behav-
ing in ways that are unlike deer
ticks, said Brian Kelly, of East
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BITTEN EARLY NOW MORE LIKELY

Dr. Andrew Handel, left, and Dr. Luis Marcos inspect deer tick specimens at Stony Brook on May 5.

WHAT TO KNOW

m Experts say the threat
of being bitten by a tick
and possibly contracting a
tick-borne disease can
happen all year long due to
warmer weather and other
factors.

® The lone star tick
appears to be more plenti-
ful in Suffolk County, edging
out deer ticks.

® While lone star ticks
don’t carry the bacteria that
cause Lyme disease, being
bitten by one can cause an
itchy rash and other, more
serious health issues.

End Mosquito and Tick Control.

“They don’t seem to be as
temperature sensitive,” Kelly
said. “We are finding them in
the middle of the lawn or crawl-
ing on a hot driveway or on
pool furniture. Deer ticks stay
on the edge of the woods. You
aren’t going to find them in the
middle of the lawn.”

‘Newcomer to the block’
Asian longhorned ticks were
first found in the United States
in 2017 and have been found on
pets, livestock, wildlife and peo-
ple, according to the Centers for

Scott Campbell with recovered ticks he flagged in a wooded area on
River Road in Calverton on May 4.

Disease Control and Prevention.

They have made their way to
Long Island.

“The newcomer to the block
is the Asian longhorned tick,”
Campbell said. “They appear to
be expanding in range through-
out [Suffolk] County, as well as
in number.”

Campbell said their impact
on public health is still un-
known.

In other countries, the Asian
longhorned tick has been
known to carry diseases that
can sicken or kill animals and
livestock. And the CDC said

one laboratory study showed it
can spread the bacteria that
causes Rocky Mountain spotted
fever, but those germs have not
been found in ticks in nature.
“They do have some
pathogens, but don’t appear to
be aggressive biters of humans
and have the ability to transmit
those pathogens,” he said. “Right
now, we’re just watching those.”

Lyme threat continues

Lone star ticks may be gain-
ing ground, but doctors and sci-
entists agree that Lyme disease
carried by deer ticks is still
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very much a concern on Long
Island.

Handel said he believes inci-
dences of tick-borne diseases
and Lyme disease in particular
have been rising over the years.
The CDC has said tracking
cases is difficult because of un-
derreporting, and there is no
way to know exactly how many
people get infected.

About 30,000 cases of Lyme
are reported to the agency by
state health departments each
year, but some estimates show
more than 450,000 people
could be contracting Lyme dis-
ease annually.

The majority of cases are
found among children between
the ages of 5 and 10, followed
by adults around 50 to 60, Han-
del said. Symptoms of Lyme dis-
ease include fever, chills,
headaches, fatigue, muscle and
joint aches. Some people in-
fected with Lyme disease may
develop the distinctive
bull’s-eye rash at the area of the
bite.

“Patients with these flu-like
symptoms in the spring or sum-
mer have to be assessed for a
tick-borne  disease,” Stony
Brook Medicine’s Marcos said.
“Sometimes I see patients who
have gone to three doctors with
fever and night sweats, and no-
body runs the test for Lyme.”

Handel said they are seeing
cases of arthritis, which is a
manifestation of Lyme disease
contracted during the fall, not-
ing it takes about six months for
the joint swelling to develop.

Stony Brook is looking for
volunteers between the age of 5
and 17 to participate in a clini-
cal trial for a new Lyme disease
vaccine.

“Children are at greater risk of
being exposed to ticks and con-
tracting Lyme disease,” he said.
“Having a vaccine to prevent
that would be phenomenal.”

About 10% to 30% of people
who get Lyme disease have re-
curring, long-term symptoms,
sometimes for years after the
original infection. Marcos said
more studies are needed to learn
more about this syndrome and
how to treat it. Current research
into long COVID may help.

“There is most likely a
change in the immune system
that is causing these symp-
toms,” he said. “I believe long
COVID may give us some in-
sights about chronic Lyme.”

PROTECTION
FROM TICKS

m Wear long sleeves and
long pants when venturing
into wooded areas. Make
sure shirts are tucked in and
pants are tucked into socks.
m Consider using insect
repellent with permethrin on
clothing and repellent with
DEET on skin. Read all
directions before using
repellent.

® Shower and inspect
yourself for ticks when you
return from outdoors. Impor-
tant areas include around
the hairline, ears, behind the
knees, belly button and any
skin folds. Young children
may need help doing this.

m Place all clothing in a
dryer on high heat. Do not
place clothing in a washing
machine first. Ticks will
survive the washing ma-
chine but not the dry heat.

WHAT IF
I'M BITTEN?

m Take a clear, focused
photo of the tick with your
phone to help identify it
later.

® Remove as soon as
possible by using tweezers
close to the skin and trying
to grab the tick's neck.

m Disinfect the bite area
with rubbing alcohol, iodine
or soap and water. Wash
your hands.

® You may want to save the
tick in a baggie or pill bottle
containing alcohol. Write the
date the tick was removed
and the location of the bite.
® Monitor your health
symptoms for a few weeks.
See a doctor if you develop
symptoms, including rash, a
fever, fatigue, muscle aches
and swollen joints.

For information about
participating in the Lyme
vaccine clinical trial at Stony
Book, call 631-638-2684
or email SBM_LymeVac-
cine_Study@stony-
brookmedicine.edu

SOURCE: Regional Tick-Borne
Disease Resource Center at Stony
Brook Southampton Hospital
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