AI Summary - The Summer the Ticks Took Over — NY Times

Overview
e A deep dive into how tick-borne diseases—especially alpha-gal syndrome from the lone star tick—have
surged into a national public-health crisis. The article blends science, ecology, public anxiety, and emerging
medical research to show how ticks have become one of the most consequential disease vectors in the U.S.
The Lone Star Tick’s Rise
e Lone star ticks are more aggressive, more adaptable, and lay far more eggs than deer ticks.
e Their saliva contains alpha-gal, which can trigger a severe allergy to red meat.
e First confirmed alpha-gal death occurred in 2024.
e CDC estimates ~500,000 Americans may already have alpha-gal syndrome—likely an undercount.
Expanding Geography
e Historically Southern, lone stars now thrive in the Northeast and Midwest.
e Urban areas (NYC, Philadelphia, Washington) are seeing rising tick encounters due to increased green space
and climate shifts.
e Emergency-room visits for tick bites are at decade highs.
A Broader Bug Problem
e Climate change, suburbanization, and global shipping are accelerating the spread of invasive species (Asian
needle ants, Joro spiders, giant African snails).
e Ticks have become symbols of post-pandemic anxieties: fast-moving epidemics, autoimmune disorders,
climate impacts.
Disease Load
o Deer ticks carry Lyme plus babesiosis, anaplasmosis, Powassan virus, and more.
e Lone stars can transmit tularemia, Bourbon virus, ehrlichiosis, Heartland virus.
e Seven previously unseen tick-borne diseases emerged in the U.S. between 2004-2016.
Why We Can’t Just “Solve” Ticks
e Deer control:

e Deer reduction can lower tick populations, but only with extreme culls—politically and logistically difficult.
e Past efforts (e.g., Long Island) faced public backlash and limited success.
e Mouse control:
e White-footed mice are key reservoirs for Lyme.
e Experiments include:
o Antibiotic bait targeting Lyme bacteria.
o Genetically engineered Lyme-immune mice (MIT project).
e Both face regulatory, ecological, and public-acceptance hurdles.
o Four-poster devices:
e Permethrin-treated deer feeders dramatically reduce tick counts.

e Regulatory barriers ended their use on Shelter Island.
Human Adaptation
e Residents in high-tick areas (Long Island, Hamptons, Martha’s Vineyard) adopt extreme protective measures:
permethrin-treated clothing, pantyhose under work clothes, constant tick checks.
e Ticks are altering tourism patterns and even real-estate decisions.
Medical Research

e Lyme-focused tools:

e Moderna mRNA Lyme vaccine (early trials).

e Pfizer/Valneva Lyme vaccine (Phase 3 completed; approval uncertain).

e Lotaliner pill (kills ticks on humans within 24 hours) may help with Lyme but could worsen lone star saliva
exposure.

e The “holy grail”: a tick-resistance vaccine

e Yale researchers are developing an mRNA vaccine targeting tick saliva proteins.

e Goal: make tick bites noticeable and prevent feeding, blocking transmission of multiple pathogens.

e Early guinea pig results are promising, but human trials are years away.

The Bigger Picture
e Even as ticks dominate U.S. disease ecology, mosquitoes are poised to become an equal or greater threat due
to warming climates—bringing malaria, dengue, Zika, and chikungunya into new regions.
Bottom Line
e Ticks are proliferating faster than public health systems, medical protocols, or ecological interventions can
adapt. Lone star ticks, in particular, have transformed a familiar nuisance into a complex, multi-disease “tick
polycrisis.” While scientific advances offer hope—especially saliva-targeting vaccines—the threat is expanding,
and the century is young.



