Health & Safety in the Countryside – by Tick Talk Ireland
When we think of Health & Safety in the workplace we think of sitting properly in office chairs, bending at
the knee whilst lifting, making sure public areas are not blocking fire exits, often we don’t think of health &
safety issues for those working outside (unless of course you work with heavy machinery or chemicals..)
But did you know that lurking in the countryside is something that could affect you or your family for years to
come, something so small that you may need a magnifying glass to spot it, something so stealthy that it
might not even leave a mark? It might not itch & may hide itself away in hard to see places, such as under the
hairline, behind the knee or even in the groin area?
That danger lurking beneath (found in grassland, peat bog, sand dunes, farmland, forest & gardens) is a hard
bodied tick – known in Europe as the sheep tick or castor bean tick, its official name is ixodes ricinus. The
tick bite is serious as it can carry various pathogens including Lyme disease (borreliosis), as well as rickettsias,
babesiosis, ehrlichia, bartonella & anaplasmosis. A study even found ticks carrying pathogens that can cause
relapsing fever in Ireland. Animals can also succumb to the tick-borne diseases listed above, as well as others
including redwater fever, tick pyaemia, Q fever & the louping ill virus.
Some of these pathogens have the potential to be spread in blood transfusions (babesia for example is
transmissible via blood banks or organ transplants & borrelia has been known to survive blood bank
conditions). Lyme has also been known to be passed from mother to child during pregnancy, & recent studies
indicate that it’s possible to transmit between sexual partners (although more studies are underway to
confirm this). Pets can contract Lyme disease too (causing lameness or even kidney failure) & so the entire
family may be affected including your loyal & beautiful canine friend.
So who are at risk of tick-borne infections? Anyone who enjoys the great outdoors, whether that’s in the
work-place (farmers, agricultural workers, park rangers or deer stalkers for example) to those who do
leisurely pursuits such as camping, walking, fishing, jogging, pet walking & hill climbers. Pets & farm animals
are also at risk & may also bring ticks into closer contact with humans.
Ticks can readily survive in Ireland as the climate is well suited to them; they enjoy mild damp winters as well
as mild damp summers! If a cold snap ensues they can take cover under leaf litter & survive under snow
(PDF) which is insulating, some of the young ones may succumb though during severe freezing temperatures.
Many folks associate Lyme disease with deer, however it’s long been known that mice & ground feeding
birds are carriers of the Lyme bacteria, & ticks will mostly feed off these smaller hosts when they are young.
Ticks feed in 3 stages, first feed is when they are a larva (at this stage they are thought to be at low risk of
carrying Lyme disease). After the first feed which may have been a mouse or bird, they drop off & sleep for a
while until they moult & develop into the next stage in their life cycle.
Although they are blind they can detect heat & carbon dioxide & as the host approaches they splay out their
front legs in a ‘questing’ position. Once hooked onto to their host they climb upwards naturally to a safer
place that is blood rich where they can start to feed. Sadly if the first blood meal was infected this is where
they will pass on the bacteria - the pathogens begin to circulate around the blood stream of the second host
as the ticks feed. Ticks can also pick up infection from other ticks feeding on the same host at the same time.
Tick larva are about the size of a full stop at the end of this sentence, they only have 6 legs but will develop 2
more during their moulting phase. A nymph tick is the 2nd stage & they will feed again, they may choose
larger animals this time as they are more able to climb up taller pieces of grass. They use hooks on the e nd of
their legs to climb up & are able to cling onto any passing animal (or human).
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Once they finish the blood meal which may take a few days, the nymph ticks will drop off again. At this stage
they look slimy & bloated. Very different to their unfed state, they may turn grey, creamy white or bluey grey
in colour. Once the nymph has rested for several months it will moult again & develop into an adult, at
which point it will seeks its last blood meal before breeding & dying.
Adult females start off a red & black in colour & can grow many, many times their own size whilst feeding.
This enables them to store their eggs, males will not engorge as much. Males are smaller than females &
tend to be mostly black in colour. An adult tick is about the size of a sesame seed & become the size of a
raisin after feeding.
Mother ticks can lay 2,000 or more eggs although not all young ticks will survive. Predators that eat insects &
arachnids will also eat ticks & they can desiccate (dry out) readily, which is why they prefer damp or shady,
grass or tree covered areas. Peat bogs in Ireland may also harbour ticks readily. They can survive a long time
without food & water, as long as they are in damp conditions or shaded areas.
How can you protect yourselves or your pets? Look out for DEET products, natural tick repellants or
permethrin treated clothing (please note that some tick repellants may not kill the tick so it’s always wise to
check your body for ticks even if products have been used). (Please note too that some products are
hazardous to cats & fish so take care when applying).
Also keep to footpaths & avoid brushing against tall grasses or ferns & ensure bottom of trousers are tucked
well into socks as ticks naturally climb upwards & may go undetected under your clothing. Wear light
coloured clothing too so if they do latch on to the surface you can see them, hopefully before they get a
chance to bite you. Once you are home from your walk or work-place, check in the hairline, behind the knee,
in the groin area & other hard to see places – take a shower to wash any off that may not yet be attached.
If you do see one attached remove it gently with fine tipped tweezers or a tick twister, or a specially designed
tick card (these can be handy as they have a magnifying glass attached). Write a note on a calendar to remind
yourself of the tick bite so you can keep checking for signs of Lyme disease.

Early signs of Lyme disease are an expanding rash that may spread into rings (however it can be uniform in
nature or not present at all)! Please note the rash takes anything from 3-30 days to develop which is why a
mark on the calendar will help remind you to keep checking over time, if the bacteria becomes disseminated
you may even end up with multiple rashes. If you do see a rash take a picture or draw a line around it – if it
shows signs of expanding this would require prompt treatment, especially if it is in rings. Generally a Lyme
infected bite does not itch or welt (unless there is some skin reaction or the introduction of bacteria such as
staph.) so it may be easy to miss..
Other early warning symptoms are summertime flu (aches, pains, general malaise) or severe headaches
which may develop into meningitis in extreme cases. Early diagnosis & treatment is vital as the Lyme causing
bacteria is known to cause disruption to many parts of the body inc. joints, muscles, & organs such as the
eyes, heart & brain. Neurological conditions can occur in the more advanced stages of the disease which can
become chronic & very painful.
Treatment regimens depend on how early the disease is detected; some with neuro-borreliosis may require
IV as well as oral antibiotics. For early Lyme it’s suggested that 4-6 weeks of treatment (PDF) be completed to
ensure there is no remaining infection, under treating can cause advanced stages of disease to occur. Those
already in advanced stages, may need longer treatment until they respond.
Please note that after a tick bite it may take 4-6 weeks to develop antibodies so if Lyme disease is suspected
it is much better to treat immediately, rather than wait for antibodies to develop –however early treatment
can affect testing further down the line & a negative test result at any stage of the disease should not be
used to rule out infection (PDF), clinical correlation is required.
What can we do to warn others? Seamus
O’Sullivan, a health & safety officer in Killarney
contacted his local council to ask for signs to be
placed in the children’s playground at the edge
of Killarney National Park (see right). Co. Kerry is
an endemic area for ticks & Lyme disease, as
highlighted by studies in the 90s by Prof Gray. In
one study, Gray found 11-29% of ticks infected
with borrelia (Lyme causing bacteria) in the
Killarney area. We have no idea of the current
numbers of ticks or indeed people infected &
there’s no way to know if the tick that bit you
has it or not unless it is sent off to a lab for PCR
testing. More studies are therefore definitely
required.
The HPSC's Scientific Advisory Lyme Borreliosis Sub-Committee will be meeting on 6th May 2015 – let’s
hope they consider more warning signs across the country, we don’t want to put people off the countryside
as it’s a vital part of the economy of Ireland, whether by farming or by tourism, but what we do want is to
protect citizens & visitors alike.
Mary Smyth our information officer has designed a great ‘factsheet/ toolkit’ available for any staff at risk
businesses such as foresty workers. Mary can be contacted at: mary(at)ticktalkireland.org if you’d like a copy.
Jenny O’Dea, co-founder of Tick Talk Ireland wrote a children’s book which was distributed through some
schools & public libraries in 2013. From Spring 2015, the story of Luna tick & her friends Dips has been
published on any kindle store worldwide. The book is mix of fun facts, fiction & illustrations & tips on
prevention are included – proceeds will go towards keeping our websites going!

Available in amazon (kindle) stores worldwide - search by title or product code B00VS46RIQ.
Surveys have been created looking at ticks being spotted across Ireland – the survey is still ongoing & results
are published every 12-18 months – if you’ve spotted any ticks this year please let us know using the ‘Tick
Talking while you’re walking’ link on the following site: http://www.ticktalkireland.org/surveys.html
Other surveys are available too, suited to vets; those travelling to national parks & Lyme disease patients.
Results from the surveys are available on the link above up to & inc. May 2014 – Cork, Galway & Kerry are
reported as high risk areas, although ticks are being spotted nationwide.
Leaflets have been distributed around Ireland for several years including vets, schools, chemists & public
libraries, we have limited supplies remaining & if anyone is interested in a pack we can be contacted at:
http://www.ticktalkireland.org/contact.php (for larger orders some help with postage may be required..)
Individual leaflets can also be downloaded at: http://www.ticktalkireland.org/leaflets.html

You may see Lyme being talked about in Irish media towards the end of April, the Health Protection &
Surveillance Centre have declared the week beginning April 27th (2015) as Lyme awareness week in Ireland.
As always with health & safety, knowledge is everything, unless we know about the dangers of ticks, we
won’t know what to do about it or even know to look out for them. Not all ticks are carriers of Lyme disease
& not all patients will become ill, even if a tick is infected, as some may be asymptomatic carriers but not
even succumb to ill health. Ticks removed immediately before they’ve had chance to feed provide a much
lower chance of transmission, as ticks tucking in for a feed may already have started the infection process.
There is considerable debate as to whether a patients should be given prophylactic treatment after a bite some say a single dose of doxycycline within 72 hours will work, others say that patients can still go onto
develop the disease so a single prophylactic dose cannot be relied upon.
You may see studies saying that there is little risk of infection before 24, 48 or even 72 hours, this is
dangerous as it may give a false sense of security & the public may see an engorged tick & feel they are safe.
Other studies have shown there is potential risk at much shorter times so it’s wise to be vigilant.
If a tick is engorged a choice will need to be made between doctor & patient whether to start treatment
before symptoms occur (bearing in mind this may need to be for several weeks rather than just one dose), if
a tick is flat this may lower the chance of infection but please, please do keep checking for symptoms & get
treated straight away if symptoms do occur.
Some folks skip stage one of the disease & maybe months or years after the bite develop more advanced
stages of Lyme causing joint pain, cardiac & neurological problems as well as severe fatigue. At this stage it is
considered that tests may be more reliable, however if the immune system has been affected or the patient
received antibiotics early, the antibodies may still show a poor response (PDF). We have various other tests
available on our site that patients can try, however not all doctors will accept them & getting treated for a
long term infection can be quite a challenge (see our newcomers guide for more info).
We hope you find this article helpful in preventing tick-borne disease & why it’s important to be vigilant this
Spring & summer! Ticks are also active in Autumn & sometimes in Winter too, however folks are less often
outdoors & our tick surveys shows a drop in numbers being reported during this time, however do keep an
eye out for them all year round, especially on children who are also at risk – take good care & enjoy!
Some useful links:
Irish studies: https://ticktalkireland.wordpress.com/irish-related-studies/
Lyme book: http://www.amazon.co.uk/Adventures-Luna-Dips-Jenny-ODea-ebook/dp/B00VS46RIQ
Lyme leaflet: https://ticktalkireland.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/lyme-leaflet-upload-version-sep-2013.pdf
Lyme handout: https://ticktalkireland.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/handout-for-health-talk-nov-2013.pdf
Lyme poster: http://www.scribd.com/doc/138974973/Luna-Poster?secret_password=1fnt40cczjf4bpwg4g1k
Lyme/tick surveys: http://www.ticktalkireland.org/surveys.html
Newcomers guide: https://ticktalkireland.wordpress.com/newcomers-guide/
School posters by BADA: http://www.bada-uk.org/leaflets-posters
Suspect Lyme?: http://www.ticktalkireland.org/suspectlyme.html
Testing for beginners: http://www.ticktalkireland.org/testing.html
Testing in-depth: https://ticktalkireland.wordpress.com/lyme-links/testing/
Tick prevention: http://www.ticktalkireland.org/ticks.html
Useful links: https://ticktalkireland.wordpress.com/lyme-links/
Video - The Big Tick Project: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=od7HyoM1zSY
Video - It’s a Jungle Out There!: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-redADEwqHM
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