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What are ticks?What are ticks?

Ticks are tiny spider-like creatures typically found in woodland and heath areas. They feed on the 
blood of birds and mammals, including humans. The size of a tick can vary, with a larva being as 
small as a tiny freckle, and fully fed females similar in size to a baked bean.

Lyme diseaseLyme disease

Lyme disease, or Lyme borreliosis, is a bacterial infection spread to humans by infected ticks. Ticks 
that carry the bacteria responsible for Lyme disease are found throughout the UK and in other 
parts of Europe and North America.

There is currently no vaccine available in the UK to prevent Lyme disease. The best way to prevent 
the condition is to be aware of the risks when visiting areas where ticks are found and to take 
sensible precautions.

Lyme disease infections are becoming more common across the UK, possibly due to our changing 
climate, with its mild winters and warm, wet springs and summers, which is increasing the 
proliferation of the tiny ticks that transmit the Lyme disease infection, a bacterium called Borrelia 
burgdorferi. The culprit most likely to infect humans in Britain is the sheep tick, Ixodes ricinus. 
Despite its name, the sheep tick feeds from a wide variety of mammals and birds, and areas with 
high deer populations seem to have equivalently high tick populations, for example, Thetford 
Forest and forested areas in Norfolk. The changing nature of Britain’s countryside may be helping 
to increase infections - particularly the popular move to create wooded conservation areas.

Lyme disease can devastate vital organs, the brain, and the immune system. Most cases can be 
cured by prompt treatment with antibiotics, but if left untreated, serious symptoms may appear 
weeks, months, or even years later. These can include inflammatory arthritis, facial paralysis, memory 
problems, and even lethal heart failure and meningitis, according to the NHS. 
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Symptoms and preventionsSymptoms and preventions

So, what are the signs? The first symptom is often a bullseye-shaped rash, called Erythema migrans, 
around the bite. In the early stages of infection, victims may also suffer flu-like symptoms such as 
tiredness, muscle and joint pains, headaches, and fever. 

We advise that, where possible, wear long sleeves and full-length trousers and tuck trousers into 
socks - not ideal for summer surveys or site visits! We also provide ACD staff with tweezers specifically 
to remove ticks and provide them with a suitable insect repellent as part of their PPE.

A tick will find a quiet place on your body - perhaps an armpit, crotch, belly button, or the back of 
a knee, and can feed for several days. In the process, its saliva may enter your bloodstream. Studies 
show that as many as 20% of the insects may carry Lyme disease bacteria, which is carried into 
your blood with their spit.

To remove the tick, use a small pair of curved forceps, tweezers, or specific tick-removing tweezers, 
wear some sort of hand protection, such as gloves, so you do not spread pathogens from the tick 
to your hands. Using the tweezers, grasp the tick firmly as close to the skin as possible, and gently 
pull until the tick comes free. Twisting or turning the tick does not make removal easier because 
the mouthparts are barbed; in fact, such actions may break off the head and mouthparts, thereby 
increasing the chances for infection. 

Contact your GP if you begin to feel unwell and remember to tell them you were bitten by a tick.

Lyme rash, CNX OpenStax, CC BY 4.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons

Where possible, cover skin while 
outdoors, especially in long grass

Tick removal, Otom, CC BY-SA 
3.0, via Wikimedia Commons

For more information, search for the phrases ‘ticks’ and ‘Lyme disease’ on these websites: 
www.nhs.uk or www.gov.uk

Enjoy the outdoors but remember to

‘be tick aware’


