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Summer weather means being outside, but as you enjoy your outside activities keep in mind that ticks are 
becoming more common. I know several people who have been bitten by ticks this summer. Ticks are 
arachnids like scorpions, spiders and mites. All members of this group have four pairs of legs as adults and no 
antennae. Ticks attach themselves firmly when sucking blood and may take several days to feed. Ticks are a 
concern because they can carry and transmit several diseases, including Lyme disease. Not every tick carries a 
disease, but there is no way to tell just by looking at it. If you are bitten by a tick you should immediately visit 
your doctor. 

 

Ticks have four life stages: egg, six-legged larva, eight-legged nymph and eight-legged adult. The “hard ticks”, 
the group that most commonly bite people, have a hard shield just behind the mouth parts and feed once 
during each stage. Ticks do not fly, hop, or run. They can only crawl. Ticks hang out on vegetation looking for 
hosts anywhere from ground level to about knee-high depending on the species. Once on you, they tend to 
crawl up to find a place to bite. Ticks can attach to any part of the human body but are often found in hard-to- 
see areas such as the groin, armpits and scalp. 

 

     

Left: Blacklegged tick- Source: Scott Bauer, USDA Agricultural Research Service, Bugwood.org 
Center: American dog tick- Source: Gary Alpert, Harvard University, Bugwood.org  

Right: Lone star tick- Source: Mat Pound, USDA Agricultural Research Service, Bugwood.org  
 

The three most common ticks in New York are the blacklegged or deer tick (Ixodes scapularis), the American   
dog tick (Dermacentor variabilis) and the lone star tick (Amblyomma americanum). Only blacklegged ticks carry 
the bacterium that causes Lyme disease. Blacklegged tick nymphs are brown and the size of poppy seeds. Adult 
female deer ticks are red and black, while males are black; both about the size of a sesame seed. All 3 stages of 
the deer tick feed on a variety of hosts including people, white-footed mice, deer and other mammals. 

 

American dog ticks (also called wood tick) can carry the bacterium that causes Rocky Mountain spotted fever. 
Dog ticks are reddish-brown and larger than blacklegged ticks. Blacklegged and dog ticks are most active during 
the spring, early summer and fall. Lone star ticks are becoming more common in New York. Adult female lone 
star ticks have a white dot on their back and are similar in size to deer ticks. They are most active from April 
through July. 

 

The brown dog tick (Rhipicephalus sanguineus) is found through most of the United States. This tick feeds on 
dogs, but rarely bites people. The adult is reddish-brown and about 1/8-inch long. Unlike other tick species, its 
life cycle allows it to survive and develop indoors. The brown dog tick is not an important carrier of human 
disease. 

 

What can you do to prevent tick bites? First, know where to expect ticks. Blacklegged ticks live in moist and 



humid environments, particularly in or near wooded or grassy areas. Their nymphs require very high humidity 
only found in shady, leaf-covered areas. Ticks do not survive in hot, dry areas as it causes their bodies to dry 
out. Ticks are most common in overgrown places where the ground is covered with leaf litter, weeds, high 
grass, etc. These areas are protected from the drying effects of sun and wind and are also where two of their 
hosts, mice and deer, live. Sometimes ticks can be found on mown lawns because they dropped off animals or 
pets, but they do not thrive in short vegetation. 

 
There are some things you can do to make your yard less attractive to ticks and the animals that carry them. 
Clear tall grasses and brush around homes and at the edge of lawns. Create a 3 foot wide barrier of wood chips 
or gravel between lawns and wooded areas. This will restrict tick migration into the lawn. Mow the lawn 
frequently and keep leaves raked. Stack wood neatly in a dry area away from the house and clean up spilled 
birdseed to discourage rodents that ticks feed on. When possible put playground equipment, decks and patios 
in sunny areas and keep them away from yard edges and trees. Discourage deer from visiting your yard by  
using landscape plants that they find less palatable. 

 

When out hiking, walk in the center of trails and avoid tall vegetation. Any contact with vegetation, even 
playing in the yard, can expose you to ticks. Whenever you are outside consider using EPA-registered insect 
repellents such as DEET or Picaridin. Permethrin can be used to treat clothes, shoes or camping gear, but never 
apply it to the skin. Frequently check your clothing for ticks when you are outside. According to the NYS 
Department of Health, checking yourself for ticks is the single most effective method of preventing Lyme 
disease. Bathe or shower within 2 hours after coming indoors to wash off any ticks that are crawling on you. 
Parents should check their children for ticks under the arms, in and around the ears, inside the belly button, 
behind the knees, between the legs, around the waist and in their hair. Pets that spend time outside should 
also be checked for ticks daily. Talk with your veterinarian about using tick preventives on your pet. 

 
If you find a tick on yourself, child, or pet, do not panic. Remove it carefully. Put the tick in a small container of 
rubbing alcohol to kill and preserve it. Contact your health care provider or veterinarian. Ticks can be 
submitted for identification and Lyme disease testing to the Animal Health Diagnostic Center (AHDC) at Cornell 
University College of Veterinary Medicine. (There is a fee.) Instructions can be found on their website at  
https://ahdc.vet.cornell.edu/sects/paras/tickID.cfm or contact the AHDC at 607-253-3900. 

 

It is a good idea to take preventive measures against ticks year-round, but be extra vigilant during the months of 
April to September when ticks are most active. 

 
Resources for this article include: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Illinois Department of 
Public Health, University of Rhode Island Tick Encounter Resource Center, and State of New York Department of 
Health. 
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