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Ticked off about Ticks
Author: Judi Vogt, DVM of Humane Society of Charlotte

Ticks are not only many people’s least liked “creepy crawlies”, but they also are the harbingers of several serious diseases such as Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever (RMSF), Lyme Disease, Erlichiosis, and Babesiosis.  These diseases can infect both people and animals, so it is important that you take measures to protect both your family and your pets.
There are many species of ticks in the world, but the most common types associated with diseases in the United States are the Wood Tick (Dermacentor andersoni), the American Dog Tick (Dermacenter variabilis), the Deer Tick (Ixodes scapularis) and the Brown Dog Tick (Rhipicephalus sanguineus).  The Wood Tick and American Dog Tick are known to transmit RMSF, the Deer Tick spreads Lyme Disease, and the Brown Dog Tick can cause Erlichiosis in dogs.  Unengorged Wood and Dog Ticks are a little smaller than a pencil eraser, while the Deer Tick is quite tiny---only the size of the head of a pin. 
Since all tick borne diseases can be serious, understanding ticks is important.  Ticks proliferate in warm, wet weather especially in areas filled with long grasses and low brush.  They climb to the tops of the plants and wait for a passerby to brush up against them.  They do not jump or fly, but rather grab on to the fur or clothing. Once on the animal or person, the tick ventures on the body for about 30 minutes until it finds a hidden area (often around the head or ears, but this can be any place) and then imbeds its mouthparts into the skin so it can begin drawing blood for its meal.  As the tick feeds, its body swells with blood for several days then it unlatches, falls, and goes off to lay its eggs.  Disease organisms are contained in the body of the tick, and are passed to the animal as the tick feeds.  This usually takes over 24 hours from the tick bite for the infection to travel to the host.
Since ticks are often difficult to find, especially in the hair of a long coated animal, prevention can be very important.  The tick’s environment can be diminished by keeping brush and grasses clipped down.  There are also medicines that can kill ticks.  Contact your veterinarian for their recommendations, but there are several liquid topicals, as well as collars specifically made to kill ticks on dogs.  Another important follow up is daily examination of your pets for ticks during the warm season.  This can be daunting, but feeling throughout the hair for anything unusual (especially around the head and ears—both outside and inside) will often allow you to discover a tick.
If the tick is not embedded, carefully pick it up with a tissue or tweezers and deposit it into a vial with rubbing alcohol in it.  Alcohol will kill the tick.  Do not use your hands, or smash the tick as the internal contents can be infectious. Ticks can also survive water, so washing it down the sink or toilet will not kill it.  
If the tick is embedded into the skin, you will need to remove it manually.  Do not use alcohol, nail polish, hot matches, petroleum jelly, or other methods to remove ticks. These methods may actually traumatize ticks causing them to regurgitate their gut contents. Essentially, you don't want to do anything to make the tick expel its gut contents into the individual or animal--this greatly increases the chance for infective organisms to be transmitted. Wear gloves if you can, or use a tissue or tweezers to grab the tick close to where it is attached to the skin.  Pull firmly straight out (do not twist, and do not crush the body of the tick).  Often a small piece of skin is also removed with the tick.  It is commonly thought that ticks often “leave the head behind” after removal, but this is actually pretty rare.  If you do see a small barbed piece left where the tick was removed, carefully use a sterile needle to tease out the remaining piece.  Clean the area with soap and water, and apply antibiotic ointment.  It is common to have a small skin wound where the tick was attached, but this should heal up with a little tending.
There are many signs associated with tick borne diseases, and none of them are exclusive to these diseases.  Lack of appetite, lethargy, fever, vomiting, diarrhea, joint swellings and pains, enlarged lymph nodes, pale gums, weakness and nosebleeds can all be associated with tick borne diseases.  If you notice any concerning symptoms in your pet and you have recently removed a tick, please mention that to your veterinarian.  There are now tests that are available that will help diagnose your pet, and these diseases can be treated if caught early.  Similar varied symptoms can also occur in people infected with tick borne diseases, with one exception.  Since humans do not have a fur coat, there is a noticeable “Target Lesion” (a red circular rash with a pale center that forms around a tick bite between 2 and 20 days after it occurs) in the majority of the cases.  Other body rashes, headaches and muscle pains also occur in people.  Contact your doctor if you find an embedded tick on your body, and be sure to mention a past tick bite to your physician if you come up with an unexplained illness.
If you have more concerns or questions about ticks and tick borne diseases, both your veterinarian and physician are wonderful sources of information.
