
 

Tick, tick, tick: Alaska braces for invading
parasites
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In this undated file photo provided by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), a blacklegged tick, also known as a deer tick, rests on a plant.
Non-native ticks, including some with significant veterinary and medical
importance, are showing up in Alaska and health officials fear a warmer climate
may allow them to become established. A collaborative project between the
University of Alaska and state wildlife and veterinary officials is working to
understand the risk of non-native ticks such as blacklegged ticks and pathogens
they could carry. (CDC via AP, File)
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Health and wildlife officials are taking steps to prepare for potentially
dangerous parasites that could gain a foothold because of Alaska's
warming climate.

Non-native ticks represent a threat to wildlife and people because they
can carry and transmit pathogens, said Micah Hahn, an assistant
professor of environmental health with the Institute for Circumpolar
Health Studies at the University of Alaska Anchorage.

"Things are changing really rapidly in Alaska," she said. "It's really
important for us to establish a baseline. We need to know what ticks are
already here, what ticks are established and reproducing, and where they
are, so that we can monitor these changes as the environment changes in
the future."

A $125,000 grant from the National Institutes of Health will help sample
ticks and prepare a model to forecast where ticks could thrive, she said
Tuesday in a presentation to the Local Environmental Observer network,
whose members report unusual animal, environment and weather events.

Researchers will look for ticks in the field. Researchers, wildlife
officials and the state veterinary office also are encouraging biologists
and the public to participate in a "Submit-a-Tick" program, in which
they pluck blood-sucking arachnids from people and pets, drop them off
at Department of Fish and Game offices and fill out a form with details
of their capture.

Alaska is largely free of many pests that bedevil people elsewhere, from
snakes to creepy-crawly insects. Alaska's handful of native ticks attach
themselves to squirrels, snowshoe hares and wild birds and sometimes
moose, dogs, or cats, but no one buys bug repellent or tick collars to
keep them at bay.
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However, the Alaska Department of Fish and Game nearly a decade ago
began to collect tick samples out of concern that moose ticks, which can
kill moose, especially calves, could establish themselves in Alaska.

Moose ticks have been found within Alaska's neighbor, Canada's Yukon
Territory.

"We are nervous that it's very close to our border," Hahn said.

The search for moose ticks led to the recovery of a variety of non-native
ticks, she said. Most were associated with travel outside the state.
Researchers believe they hitch rides on people and pets but also 
migratory birds.

In some cases, non-native brown dog ticks and American dog ticks were
found by people who had not left the state in months, Hahn said. "The
question is, where did that tick come from?"

Officials have created an online Alaska tick information page with
instructions on how to collect ticks. Researchers will use data collected
to create a model focused on two nonnative ticks of concern,
blacklegged ticks and western blacklegged ticks. Both can transmit
Lyme disease. Ten Alaskans reported Lyme disease in 2017 but all were
exposed in other states.

Just because non-native ticks reach Alaska, it doesn't mean they will
survive, Hahn said. Some ticks are vulnerable to dry conditions or harsh
winters. The models will coordinate tick sampling information with
environmental conditions in Alaska, such as humidity, temperature and
rainfall, to project where non-native ticks might thrive in future decades
as climate conditions change.

Alaska doctors and veterinarians don't now automatically consider a
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connection to ticks if a person or pet shows up for treatment and has not
traveled, Hahn said.

"If we know what species are here, and where they are in the state, it can
help us develop control measures to make sure we stay on top of the
problem," Hahn said.
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Citation: Tick, tick, tick: Alaska braces for invading parasites (2019, April 18) retrieved 23 April
2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2019-04-alaska-braces-invading-parasites.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2019-04-alaska-braces-invading-parasites.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

