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We are sitting outside having a wonderful meal at the El Parque Restaurant in a little town called Chemuyl, Quintana Roo, Mexico.  Of course there is no “inside” to El Parque unless you count the restroom and you have to walk through the owner’s living room to get to her family’s bathroom.  (They use Crest Toothpaste by the way)  El Parque has at least 3 other plastic patio tables, a small table with five or six containers full of various sauces, marinated onions and some chilies.  There is no music to create “the mood.”  There doesn’t have to be.  A chorus of song emanates from the multitude of birds that are beginning to roost in the trees lining the narrow street.  Not always in tune but beautiful.  There is the tiny public park directly across the narrow street, hence the name for the restaurant.  At least twenty to twenty-five children all probably under the age of 8 or 9 are running, laughing, chasing, jumping, climbing, giggling and not a Game-Boy or i-Pod in sight.  The focus for a group of the younger ones is on an old plastic wheel to which someone has tied a long rope.  One of them sits on the wheel, holds onto the rope and then everyone else pulls the lucky one up a small bank for about 15 feet.  They all giggle, run back to base of the rise and start again. Simple pleasure does a heart good.  If you enjoy getting out of the tourist traps and experiencing authentic local culture, it doesn’t get any better than this!  Oh, did I mention the dogs and cats?
They are everywhere.  Hanging out, walking the streets, laying in the streets and all are pretty well behaved.  One little cur type female has decided that by hanging out around us she will eventually get a morsel of food thrown her way.  She’s very polite, doesn’t beg, and just lies in the street watching and waiting.  I am glad that I waited until after dessert to succumb to her desire for goodies because as she approached I saw that her head, ears and neck were literally covered with ticks!  UGH!  Sort of ruined the mood, if you know what I mean.  As I looked around at all of the dogs and the children I got a shiver.  Talk about getting yanked out of the idyllic world of a tourist and thrown back into the real world!  If all of these animals are this heavily infested, how many of the children are carrying them as well.  In speaking with some locals my suspicions were confirmed.  All the animals were covered with ticks and they often had to remove them from their children.  Well, I was in the jungle and in Mexico.

I am writing this at my sister-in-law’s in Washington, DC.   A couple of weeks ago she helped her neighbor remove a tick from her daughter who “couldn’t scrub this black mark off!”  That’s right here, in the city, in the good Ol’ U.S. of A, near the National Cathedral!   My point is obvious.  Ticks are everywhere, in huge numbers, especially in OUR “neck of the woods.”   We may have better knowledge in general, better access to and more wide spread use of preventatives but we still have a problem, a huge problem.   We are diagnosing on average two cases of Lyme Disease a week at Camboro.
Why now and why is it getting worse.  As less farmland is cultivated, more habitat is created for an increased wildlife population and the ticks they carry.  The traditional model for the deer tick’s life cycle for example (carrier of Lyme Disease) identifies deer and certain field mice as major the elements.  Now it is known that the wild turkey we see everywhere also plays a major role in the tick life cycle as well!

There are now thought to be five tick species that are found in Pennsylvania.  The American Dog Tick, Black-legged or deer tick, the Lone Star Tick, the Ground Hog Tick, and recently the Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever Tick has been found.  All of these attach to certain hosts, feed on the host’s blood, drop off, lay eggs, mature into their next life stage and feed again.  With the feeding they transmit whatever diseases they may have ingested to the next host.  Not all tick borne diseases are transmitted by every species of ticks however.  
So what do we do for our pets (and ourselves) to keep them from getting intimately involved with one of these uglies?  The use of a quality, appropriate tick product is paramount!  Quality, because there are a lot of products that are on the market for tick prevention that don’t work.  Appropriate, because for some reason, people continue to use dog products on cats…often with fatal results .  Remember…Dogs are not small people and cats are not small dogs!  We are different species…dose rates are different and drugs are metabolized differently.  Read the label and use only as directed!  There is only one tick product that will work 100% of the time.  Permethrin, which is used in a number of quality products, repels and kills ticks.  It is very non-toxic to mammals…except cats and ferrets!  It will kill them 100% of the time it is applied.  And people continue to apply it even though there are eight,  count ‘em eight, warnings on one of the products including a cat with a circle with a line through it.  Go figure!?  The Preventic Collar has been shown to be the most effective tick control product and can be used with spot-on products such as Revolution, Frontline, Advantage and Advantix.  It is not effective however if your pet is swimming often.  Since all of these products are different and have certain strong points, ask your veterinarian which product is best for your pets.
Wear proper clothing when in the fields and woods.  Long sleeves, wide brimmed hat and tuck your pants into your socks…I know, you’ll look like a geek but it may actually save you from becoming infected. Use DEET or Permethrin repellants.  Check yourself and your pet when you are done outside.  Remember that ticks are only about the size of the head of a pin in their first stage of life and new evidence shows that Lyme Disease can be spread if a tick is attached for only 15 hours.  

If you find an attached tick, remain calm.  Make sure it is a tick. In thick haired dogs a nipple can appear to be an engorged tick.  I actually had a client try to burn “the tick” off.  Ouch!  No matches or cigarettes please.  The old “smother the tick with Vaseline”  trick has also been found to be dangerous due to the fact that the dying tick actually regurgitates it’s stomach contents into the host it is attached too thereby increasing the passage of disease organisms.  Yech!  Grasp the tick firmly with tweezers where the tick’s mouth meets the dog’s skin. Slowly and steadily pull the tick, trying to get the whole tick at once. Don’t twist the tick or jerk as you may break the tick’s body and risk leaving its head behind.  If part of the tick is still visible, use a sterilized needle to remove it as you would a splinter. There are tick removal devices that are pretty handy as well. Dump the tick in a small jar of alcohol to kill it.  After removing the tick, clean the area with alcohol or another disinfectant.  Watch the area for any reaction over the next few days.  Call your veterinarian with any questions.
Our entire area is endemic now for tick diseases especially Lyme Disease.  
Have your dog vaccinated.  Due to the nature of Lyme it may not be apparent that your pet is infected. Many hospitals now test for Lyme along with routine heartworm disease test which has identified many infected animals.   Next time we will talk about the various diseases that the ticks of Pennsylvania can transmit to you and your pets.  Be careful out there!
