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TICK AND MOSQUITO SEASON IS HERE

Fight the Bite to Prevent Spread of Serious Illnesses
NASHVILLE, Tenn. – Ticks and mosquitoes are now out in force and looking for food. The meal
of choice for both is blood, creating opportunities to spread a variety of serious illnesses such
as Zika Virus Disease and Rocky Mountain spotted fever as they move from one bite victim to
another.
“For many people, a bite from a mosquito or tick won’t cause much more than an itchy,
irritating spot on the skin or sometimes mild, flu-like symptoms,” said Tennessee Department
of Health Commissioner John Dreyzehner, MD, MPH. “But for others, a bite can cause a serious
illness with major consequences like severe pain, long-term or permanent nerve and brain
damage and even death. At this time of year, ‘Fight the Bite’ strategies are essential in reducing
risk of infection and in preventing the potential spread of disease in communities.”
Ticks often wait in tall grass or on bushes and similar vegetation for their next food source to
arrive. They do not fly, but can attach to people as they brush against plants and trees. People
can also get ticks from pets that may carry them. In Tennessee, the most dangerous illnesses
spread by ticks are Rocky Mountain spotted fever and ehrlichiosis. In 2016, there were 581
cases of Rocky Mountain spotted fever in Tennessee; between 2004 and 2014, there were 16
deaths attributed to Rocky Mountain spotted fever in the state.
Rocky Mountain spotted fever and ehrlichiosis are preventable by avoiding tick bites, promptly
removing ticks that do get on the skin and seeking medical care for a fever or rash after a
possible tick bite. All common tick-borne diseases found in Tennessee can be easily treated
with antibiotics if detected early. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
the antibiotic Doxycycline is the most effective treatment of Rocky Mountain spotted fever and
ehrlichiosis. It is the antibiotic recommended for the treatment of most tick-borne diseases in
patients of all ages.
Keeping grass trimmed and plants cropped around homes are good practices to prevent ticks.
Wearing long sleeves and long pants, using Food and Drug Administration-approved insect
repellents and treating clothing with permethrin can help prevent tick and mosquito bites.
Diseases spread by mosquitoes include West Nile Virus, Chikungunya, Zika virus disease and
many others. Tennessee has already recorded two cases of West Nile Virus in 2017, which is
unusual this early in the year. TDH continues to be concerned about the spread of Zika virus.
While most people infected with Zika virus have very mild disease, infection during pregnancy
th

710 James Robertson Parkway • Andrew Johnson Tower, 5 Floor
Nashville, TN 37243 • Tel: 615-741-3111 • tn.gov/health

can cause very severe problems including microcephaly, a condition causing a baby’s head and
brain to be smaller than expected, and other neurologic and developmental problems.
In 2016, more than five dozen people in Tennessee were infected with Zika virus disease while
traveling to other countries where the disease is common. TDH officials worked swiftly in each
case to assure Zika would not be spread to others who live or work near those confirmed with
the illness.
“Many of us think of mosquitoes as minor nuisances, when in fact they are among humanity’s
most serious enemies, causing numerous deaths every year around the world,” said Abelardo
Moncayo, PhD, director of the TDH Vector-Borne Disease Program. “All species of mosquitoes
need water to lay their eggs, so removal or treatment of standing water near homes and
businesses are among the most important steps we can take to protect ourselves and our
communities from the threat of mosquito-borne illnesses.”
Travelers to areas where Zika is known to exist should understand the risk of contracting and
transmitting the virus to others. For the most current updates on Zika from the CDC, visit
www.cdc.gov/zika/.
TDH and CDC recommend women and men with possible exposure to Zika virus consult with
their health care providers about attempting to get pregnant. In some cases, a provider may
suggest delaying pregnancy for at least six months after travel to an area with local Zika
transmission. TDH and CDC also recommend:
• Using insect repellants such as DEET, Picaridin, oil of lemon eucalyptus or IR3535 on
your skin, following all label recommendations for usage. Pay particular attention to
recommendations for use on children, and never apply any of these products around
the mouth or eyes at any age. Consult your health care provider if you have questions.
• Using products containing permethrin, a highly effective insecticide, for clothing, shoes,
bed nets and camping gear. Permethrin-treated clothing repels and kills ticks,
mosquitoes and other pests and retains this effect after repeated laundering. Some
commercial products are available pretreated with permethrin. As a caution, however,
it is not to be used directly on skin.
• Tip and toss or drain and cover objects near your home or business that may contain
water. A mosquito can lay eggs in a container as small as a soda bottle cap. Repair
screens on your home to prevent mosquitoes from entering.
The mission of the Tennessee Department of Health is to protect, promote and improve the health and
prosperity of people in Tennessee. TDH has facilities in all 95 counties and provides direct services for
more than one in five Tennesseans annually as well as indirect services for everyone in the state, including
emergency response to health threats, licensure of health professionals, regulation of health care facilities
and inspection of food service establishments. Learn more about TDH services and programs at
www.tn.gov/health.

###
MEDIA NOTE: A video on tick and mosquito-borne illnesses is available for your use at
https://youtu.be/EgMqKYP1kyc.

Interview clips on tick and mosquito-borne illnesses are also available for TV and radio use only
at https://youtu.be/JPDHCdNWjcY.
This news release can be accessed online at www.tn.gov/health/news.
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