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Red or dead?

YOUR help is needed to save Northern
Ireland’s red squirrel. The Northern
Ireland Squirrel Forum (NISF) is holding
a public meeting to help form a red
squirrel conservation group at 7pm on
Thursday at The Pavilion, The Round
Lake in Fivemiletown. Volunteers
carry out a range of tasks such as
squirrel counting, feeding, grey control,
education and fundraising. Everyone
is welcome and there are jobs to suit
all ages and abilities. Email Squirrels@
doeni.gov.uk for additional information.

THE Castle Espie Art Gallery near
Comber is this afternoon launching a
textile sculpture exhibition called Flying
Solo by local artist Emma Hall. Emma
works with salvaged textiles and sheep
fleece to create 3-dimensional birds and
animals.
For full details visit wwt.org.uk/
castleespie, email info.castle@wwt.org.
uk or call 028 91 874146.

A RARE sighting of a barn owl in
Limerick city was one of the highlights of
Ireland’s first ever Urban BioBlitz.
The bird was
spotted in
the Corbally
area by one of
the estimated
200 members
of the public
who joined
wildlife
experts and
ecologists in
identifying
and
documenting
wildlife
species, from
butterflies
and birds to
flowers and fungi, over a 24-hour period.
Dr Liam Lysaght of the National
Biodiversity Data Base Centre said:
“Barn owls inhabit old buildings and
chimney stacks and co-exist with people
very well. However, the widespread
use of rat poison, loss of food sources,
agricultural intensification, and the
loss of nesting sites in barns and old
churches is having a negative effect on
population numbers around Ireland.”
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RELAND’S deer population
has been on the increase
since the 1980s and where
there are deer you will
inevitably find the tick.

Generally when I write about
wildlife it’s to extol its benefit
to our planet’s biodiversity and
to make a case for conservation
– but not when it comes to the
tick.
There are a number of factors
responsible for our rising
deer population, including
afforestation, their release into
the wild either deliberately or
accidentally from deer farms,
and the absence of natural
predators.
While deer are magnificent
creatures and I never fail to
get a buzz when I see some
on my rambles, there are a
number of negative side effects.
They damage tree bark, graze
farmland and their presence
encourages illegal poaching.
Some experts have suggested
that a crisis is inevitable unless
deer numbers are curbed.
But today I don’t want to focus
on red deer, sikas or fallow deer
because I am more interested in
the company they keep.
Ticks have been on my mind
quite a bit lately for several
reasons. We live in an area
where deer roam; we have a
dog; we have kids and there’s
also been quite a bit of radio
discussion about ticks and
threat they can pose to health.
While the dog has been
receiving a monthly
anti-tick treatment all summer,
protecting children takes a bit
more effort.
And there is good reason
to make that effort because
around 10 per cent of ticks
are carriers of a spiral-shaped
bacterium called borrelia
burgdorferi, which can lead
to an infection called Lyme
disease.
The disease is transmitted
when a person or animal is
bitten by a tick and it derives
its name from a town in
Connecticut, where the first
case were identified.
Ticks are tiny sesame
seed-sized flat black-coloured
arachnids that thrive in grassy,
damp conditions – forests,
ungrazed farmland, hillsides,
bogland etc.
Most often they are found
where deer live, but also live on
animals such as sheep, horses
and even mice.
Hillwalkers, ramblers, campers
or people who work in the
outdoors, including farmers,
forestry workers and
wildlife rangers, can be

exposed to ticks.
According to Dr Eoin Healy
of the School of Biology at
University College Cork, as
deer move into new habitats
across the country, ticks are
spreading too.
There are about 250 new cases
of Lyme disease diagnosed
in Irish humans every year,
compared to 300,000 in the
US, but Dr Healey warned
that there were probably a
“significant” number that
remain “undiagnosed or
misdiagnosed”.
Speaking to RTE Radio’s
Liveline recently, he also
revealed that ticks can remain
undetected for up to four days,
before they finally drop off the
host.
That’s because they inject an
anaesthetic before biting the
skin, then find a small artery
and spend the next four days
sucking blood.
They are also smart enough to
choose places that minimise
their risk of detection – in the
hair, neck, armpits and the

backs of necks.
Now, as luck would have
it, when Dr Healy was
interviewed I had already
started researching this piece,
prompted by a discussion with
my walking buddy about an
advanced case of Lyme disease
that she had read about and
which had devastated the
victim’s health.
Dr Healy moved to reassure
the public that while a tick
may be a carrier they do
not immediately inject the
bacterium into the host. In fact,
he suggested that a person was
likely to escape infection for
at least 12 hours after being
bitten.
That golden
nugget of
information
proved very
reassuring last
weekend when
my eight-year-old
daughter Ava came
in from the garden
complaining that her

cheek was itchy. There was a
miniscule black dot on her face,
which turned out to be a tick
that had to be prized off with a
tweezers.
Anyone concerned about
infection should look out for
a red rash, flu-like symptoms
such as headache, sore throat,
neck stiffness, fever, muscle
aches and fatigue. More serious
symptoms may affect the
nervous system, joints, the
heart or other tissues.
There is no vaccine in Ireland
against Lyme disease but,
if administered quickly,

antibiotics help
prevent serious
complications.
Scouting Ireland
advises a
few simple

precautions,
including avoiding

overgrown vegetation,
wearing a hat, long-
sleeved shirts and

long trousers and boots
rather than sandals or
going barefoot.

Most importantly, if you’re
in an area likely to harbour
ticks then do a thorough
check at the end of the day,
using a tweezers to carefully

remove them and then
putting antiseptic cream on

the site. If symptoms emerge
then visit your GP.
n Further information on
Lyme disease and other
infectious diseases see www.
hpsc.ie or the websites of the
UK’s Health Protection Agency
at http://www.hpa.org.uk/.

The growth of
Ireland’s deer

population brings
with it several
problems, not

least of which is
a tiny potentially
disease-carrying

insect, the tick

“Tick’s inject an
anaesthetic before
biting the skin,
then find a small
artery and spend
the next four days
sucking blood”
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