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It would be interesting to learn if people who are hesitant or unwilling to get the COVID-19 vaccination would feel the same way about receiving a vaccine that protects them from tick bites.
There’s no need to answer that question if you are in that group, because it’s currently hypothetical. No tick vaccine currently is available. If there was, I’d be rolling up my sleeve as quickly as I could.
Ticks have doused much of my enthusiasm for going out into the woods. They are not always easy to find on your body – especially the tiny nymphs in the spring – and can cause a variety of nasty bacteriological infections that can lead to serious physical and health problems.

According to the Pennsylvania Department of Health, Lyme Disease-carrying ticks have been found in all 67 counties. Experts expect tick populations to grow this year, due to favorable weather conditions; and increased numbers of tick-bite related emergency room visits are being reported statewide.

Often I’ve wished for a tick vaccine. There is one for dogs. Why isn’t there one for humans?
Recently an article in the online publication, Slate Magazine, by Rebecca Onion informed me that there once was a human vaccine. Produced by SmithKline Beecham, LYMErix was approved in 1998, required three shots and was 78 percent effective.
Sadly, it was only on the market until 2002. Concerns were raised that it could cause arthritis, and while the link between the two remained unproven and the vaccine retained its federal Food and Drug Administration approval, SmithKline feared the liability and dropped it.
Anti-vaccination concerns were strong then as well as now and helped to kill LYMErix. Plus, it was perceived as a vaccine for those privileged enough to live and/or recreate in the woodlands of New England, where Lyme Disease was centered at that time.
Twenty years later, much as has changed. Ticks and Lyme Disease now are common across the Northeast and North-central Plains and are spreading southward and westward. Cases of Lyme Disease have been reported in every state.
So pharmaceutical companies once again are developing Lyme vaccines. One, being developed by a French biotech company and Pfizer, currently is in Phase 2 trials and may be available by 2025.
Another, by a company called MassBiologics, is almost done with Phase 1 trials and could be approved as early as 2024. given the best-case scenarios, however, that’s a long time to stay out of the woods if you are not willing to tangle with ticks.

Happily, there are two times of the year when ticks are not as active. One is the dead of winter. We are entering the other period right now.

For nymphs who’ve had their “blood meal,” this is a time when they molt into adults. Also, ticks don’t like high temperatures and tend to shelter rather than quest (hang out on the ends of plants, waiting for hosts) during hot days.

That’s not to say that you won’t pick up ticks on hot summer days. However your odds of remaining tick-free are much better.

So these sultry, languid days are made for getting out into the woods. While you’ll sweat, you’ll be able to do so in the shade. Just drink plenty of water and take your time.

Yes, there will be other insect pests to deal with, but you should be using repellent – and Permethrin on your clothes – as tick preventatives anyway.
It’s always good to practice tick precautions: Wear light-colored clothing. Avoid grassy or brushy areas. Conduct a full-body check and bathe or shower within two hours of coming indoors.
Hopefully, some day in the not-too-distant future we’ll be able to get a vaccine that will help us to feel more comfortable in natural areas again. Perhaps it will even encourage some people to get that other vaccine we’ve been hearing about lately.
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