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Northeast and the upper Midwest, Pennsylvania
typically has the highest number of reported Lyme
disease cases in the country and one of the highest
incident rates. Once contracted, Lyme disease can
lead to serious health complications if not treated
promptly. Pennsylvania residents should know how
Lyme disease develops and how to take appropriate
precautions to prevent it for themselves, their

children, and their pets.

Lyme disease is a bacterial infection
transmitted by a tick bite. The carriers of
that bacteria, black-legged or deer ticks,
are typically found in wooded, brushy
places. Ticks attach to their animal hosts
from the tips of grasses and shrubs when
their hosts brush against that vegetation.
Once attached, ticks feed on blood by
inserting their mouthparts into the host
animal’s skin. The tick must be attached
for at least twenty-four hours to begin
transmitting the Lyme disease bacteria,
and in most cases, it must be attached
for thirty-six to forty-eight hours. Other
tickborne illnesses can be transmitted

as well. Humans are at the most risk of
contracting an infection from a tick bite
in the late spring and early summer when
ticks are in the nymph phase of their life
cycle; however, ticks can transmit the
bacteria during other times of the year.
Ticks do not die in freezing temperatures;
they hibernate in winter and infections
rarely occur during those months.

Lyme disease is the most common vector-
{ borne disease in the United States, with over
. 475,000 people estimated to contract the
~ disease annually. Primarily found in the

What are the Symptoms &

Complications of Lyme Disease?

Lyme disease presents in three stages,
each with distinct signs and symptoms.
The infected person will develop a red,
oval or round rash, commonly referred to
as the “bullseye rash.” Flu-like symptoms,
including fever, chills, headache, muscle
and joint pain, and swollen lymph nodes,
are common during stage one. The first

rash is usually at the site of the tick bite,
but rashes can eventually spread elsewhere
on the body. The first rash typically
appears within three to thirty days after
the bite, with an average of about seven
days. In the second stage, typically thirty
to ninety days past infection, Lyme
disease can begin to cause neurological
and cardiac issues, including facial palsy,
meningitis, and radiculopathy, as well

as heart palpitations, dizziness, and
shortness of breath. In late-stage Lyme
disease, where symptoms can occur weeks,
months or even years later, complications
include nerve pain, numbness or tingling,
problems with short-term memory, and
severe arthritis, particularly at large joints
like the knees. If patients believe they have
signs and symptoms of Lyme Disease,
they should seek medical attention as soon
as possible.



Precautions & Treatments

Because Pennsylvania is such a high
incidence state for Lyme disease, everyone
who spends time outdoors should take
precautions to avoid exposure to tick
bites. The black-legged tick has been
found in every county in Pennsylvania,
including the green spaces of Philadelphia
and Pittsburgh. Children ages five to
fourteen are particularly susceptible to
tick bites when playing in these tick
habitats. Wearing light-colored clothing
or long pants tucked into socks or boots
can be helpful, and insect repellants can
effectively deter ticks from attaching.
Anyone who has spent time outdoors
should perform a tick check at the end

of the day, carefully inspecting the areas
where ticks tend to attach—on the scalp,
behind the ears, in the armpits, and along
the waistline and groin.

If a tick is found, remove it promptly
and completely using tweezers or a tick

removal tool. Ticks can be challenging
to dislodge entirely! Grasp the tick
close to the skin and pull straight up,
taking care not to crush its body. Once
removed, place the tick in a small plastic
bag to suffocate it. Tick bite areas
should be cleaned with soap and water
to prevent infection. Most tick bites are
harmless if found and removed within
the first twenty-four hours, making tick
checks essential.

While preserving a detached tick for
testing and tracking by a local or state
health department may be useful, tick
testing should not be used to diagnose
individual cases of Lyme disease or other
tickborne illnesses. A negative tick test
for the bacteria does not mean that a
person will not contract Lyme disease,
just as a positive test doesn’t mean that

a person will. The duration of the tick

bite, the possibility of other undiscovered

tick bites, and the prevalence of

other tickborne illnesses muddle the
information that can be gained from any
individual test.

Lyme disease can be effectively treated
using antibiotics and treated patients
during stage one usually recover rapidly
and completely. If a tick bite is not
discovered promptly Lyme disease can be
difficult to diagnose because it presents
similar to other common diseases.




Lyme Disease in
Pet Populations

Dogs, cats, and horses can all be infected
with Lyme discase-causing bacteria if
bitten by a black-legged tick. While cats
and horses generally aren’t adversely
affected by Lyme, dogs can become

ill from the disease even though signs
and symptoms are sometimes harder

to detect. Eventually, dogs infected

with Lyme disease may exhibit these
signs: intermittent limping or lameness
that shifts from leg to leg, fever, loss

of appetite, decreased activity, swollen
lymph nodes or painful, swollen joints.
Still, only a small percentage of Lyme
disease-positive dogs will exhibit
symptoms, whereas 90 percent of
infected humans will. Like humans,
dogs can be treated with a course of
antibiotics to eradicate harmful bacteria.
A Lyme disease vaccine is available for
dogs but is not recommended in all
cases. Veterinarians may recommend
alternatives depending on various
factors, including the age and health
history of the animal. Topical tick-
preventive products are available for
household animals, and veterinarians
may recommend using those products to
reduce the likelihood a tick will attach to
animals who spend time in tick habitats.

Lyme disease cannot spread directly
from pets to humans. Still the presence
of ticks on household pets is another
reminder that Pennsylvania residents
must stay vigilant and take precautions
against tick bites throughout the year,
especially in spring and summer.
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RESOURCES:

Pennsylvania Department of Health:

» agencies/health/diseases-conditions/infectious-disease/vector borne-
diseases/tick-diseases/lyme.html

» content/dam/copapwp-pagov/en/health/documents/topics/documents/
diseases-and-conditions/_jcr_content/_cq_discarded/8d4bd66b-2e4c-
498a-h735-14f9h83e8a8e/Lyme%20Q_A%20for%20HCP.pdf

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:
» cdc.gov/lyme/index.html

Penn State:
» extension.psu.edu/lyme-disease

American Veterinary Medical Association:
» avma.org/resources-tools/pet-owners/petcare/lyme-disease-dogs

Lyme Disease Resource Network

» palyme.org
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