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Control Necessary Now For Menacing 
Ticks On Horses And Handlers 

Ticks are showing up in 
large numbers now on some 
horses that have been pas
tured in damp, wooded 
areas. 

They are unsightly pests 
that are difficult to control 
and hard to remove, but 
most importantly the men~ 
aces can be very dangerous 
to horses and their owners. 

"Fall is when ticks are 
big problems in the north~ 
ern United States, and there 
are lots of ticks that can 
spread disease," insisted Dr. 
Sandra Bushmich, professor 
of pathobiology and veteri
nary science at the Univer
sity of Connecticut. 

Typically, it is deer ticks 
or black-legged ticks that 
are problems. Itchy reac
tions to ticks and tick le
sions can cause horses to 
rub trees, shelters and 
fences abrading throats, 

neck and body hindquar~ 
ters, destroying manes and 
tails. 

More seriously though, 
various species of ticks can 
infect the horSes and their 
owners with Lyme disease, 
Rocky Mountain spotted 
fever and tickHbite paraly~ 
sis. 

"Not all ticks spread dis
ease, but whenever the 
pests are present, there is 
need for attention," Bush
mich emphasiZed. 

By definition, ticks are 
bloodsucking creatures that 
attach to hosts to obtain a 
blood meal. When full, they · 
drop off and remain hidden 
in thatch and overgrowth 
until it is time to feed again. 

"They have already done 
their damage when they fall 
off," Bushmich stressed. 

Various species of ticks 
have different life cycles. 

Deer ticks, which transmit 
Lyme disease, have a two
year life cycle that involves 
three changes. First is the 
larvae stage, no bigger than 
a dot, which waits on the 
ground until it latches onto 
a small mammal, such as a 
mouse. If the host is infect
ed with Lyme disease, the 
tick larvae likely will be
come infected. 

After feeding, larvae 
drop off the hosts and trans-

form into nymphs in the fall, 
remaining inactive until 
May, when they again be
come active and attach on 
another host mammal or 
bird. Nymphs can transmit 
or contact disease bacteria 
in this stage. 

In areas where Lyme dis
ease is common, about a 
quarter of nymphs can har~ 
bar the Lyme disease spiro~ 
chete. "Although nymphs 
more commonly feed on 
small mammals and birds as 
hosts, humans are suitable 
substitutes, and nymphs are 
responsible for most human 
Lyme disease," Bushmich 
clarified. 

Engorged, the nymph 
drops off the host into leaf 
litter and molts into an 
adult, whicMh seeks new 
hosts, preferably deer, but 
also humans, horses and 
other larger animals. "Peak 
activity for adult deer ticks 
occurs in late October and 
November in the northern 
United States," Bushmich 
restated. 

Deer ticks start out as larvae the size of a dot and ma
ture to ladybug size or smaller before latching onto 
hosts, such as horses, sucking blood and enlarging to 
even larger than a pencil eraser. Small numbers of the 
insects can be removed with tweezers, but volumes 
should be controlled with pesticides. Control is essen
tial to stop possible spread of diseases. 

Inactive in vegetation 
during the winter, adult 
ticks that did not feed in the 

fall have a secoild opportuM 
nity in the early spring, at~ 
taching to hosts and mating. 



Female adults lay eggs, 
which hatch in the spring or 
summer and the cycle be~ 
gins again. 

Overgrown, brushy areas 
near water sources provide 
.shelter and the humid con
ditions ticks need. "Avoid
ance of these areas, use of 
protectants and keeping 
horses in mowed pastures 
where vegetation dries out 
quickly and allows penetra~ 
tion of sunlight will reduce 
problems with ticks," Bush~ 
mich analyzed. 

Small numbers of ticks 
should be removed prompt
ly. "The best way is to grab 
the tick with tweezers close 
to the skin and pull it out," 
Bushmich prescribed. "Try 
to remove the mouthparts 
with the rest of the tick, but 
if they remain after the body 
is removed, just apply a 
mild antibacterial ointment, 
and the body will treat it the 
same as a splinter/' 

The old wives' tales rec
ommendations to use petro~ 

leum jelly or hot matches 
are not effective. "My grand
pa always advised that was 
the way to get rid of ticks, 
but he was wrong about that 
one," Bushmich noted. 

If there are large num
bers of ticks, it is impracti
cal, or even impossible, to 
remove them singly. Curry 
combs will not do the job, 
and insecticides become 
necessary. 

Prevention is better than 
having to cure tick prob
lems, but some of the same 
products can do both. "Iver
mectin dewormers will kill 
ticks that are attached and 
sucking blood," according to 
Bushmich. 

The insecticide perme~ 
thrin applied as a pour-on, 
spot application or wipe 
from the ears down the back 
to the hip prevents ticks 
from attaching to the ani
mal. 

"Regular applications of 
permethrin are required to 
keep protection in place 

Blood-swollen ticks are appearing in large numbers on 
many horses that have been in wooded, wetland pas
tures this fall. The vectors need to be controlled now to 
help prevent spread of disease for both horses and 
their handlers. 
and can usually be repeated 
in 14 days, depending on the 
specific manufacturer's in~ 
structions," Bushmich ad
vised. 

While it would not work 
for horses ofi large pastures, 
Bushmich advised that 
keeping small lots mowed 
will reduce tick invasions. 

"Spraying permethrin 
outside of the perimeters of 
small pastures in April and 
May prevents ticks from get~ 
ting into those areas during 
the rest of the season," she 
added. "Horses should not 
graze on chemically treated 
pasture, however." 



Control Necessary Now For Menacing Ticks On Horses And Handlers 

Ticks are showing up in large numbers now on some horses that have been pastured in damp, wooded 
areas. 

They are unsightly pests that are difficult to control and hard to remove, but most importantly the menaces 
can be very dangerous to horses and their owners. 

"Fall is when ticks are big problems in the northern United States, and there are lots of ticks that can spread 
disease," insisted Dr. Sandra Bushmich, professor of pathobiology and veterinary science at the University of 
Connecticut. · 

Typically, it is deer ticks or black-legged ticks that are problems. Itchy reactions to ticks and tick lesions can 
cause horses to rub trees, shelters and fences abrading throats, neck and body hindquarters, destroying 
manes and tails. 

More seriously though, various species of ticks can infect the horses and their owners with Lyme disease, 
Rocky Mountain spotted fever and tick-bite paralysis. 

"Not all ticks spread disease, but whenever the pests are present, there is need for attention," Bushmich 
emphasized. 

By definition, ticks are bloodsucking creatures that attach to hosts to obtain a blood meal. When full, they 
drop off and remain hidden in thatch and overgrowth until it is time to feed again. 

"They have already done their damage when they fall off," Bushmich stressed. 
Various species of ticks have different life cycles. Deer ticks, which transmit Lyme disease, have a two-year 

life cycle that involves three changes. First is the larvae stage, no bigger than a dot, which waits on the ground 
until it latches onto a small mammal, such as a mouse. If the host is infected with Lyme disease, the tick lar
vae likely will become infected. 

After feeding, larvae drop off the hosts and transform into nymphs in the fall, remaining inactive until May, 
when they again become active and attach on another host mammal or bird. Nymphs can transmit or contact 
disease bacteria in this stage. 

In areas where Lyme disease is common, about a quarter of nymphs can harbor the Lyme disease spiro
chete. "Although nymphs more commonly feed on small mammals and birds as hosts, humans are suitable 
substitutes, and nymphs are responsible for most human Lyme disease," Bushmich clarified. 

Engorged, the nymph drops off the host into leaf litter and molts into an adult, which seeks new hosts, prefer
ably deer, but also humans, horses and other larger animals. "Peak activity for adult deer ticks occurs in late 
October and November in the northern United States," Bushmich restated. 

Inactive in vegetation during the winter, adult ticks that did not feed in the fall have a second opportunity in 
the early spring, attaching to hosts and mating. Female adults lay eggs, which hatch in the spring or summer 
and the cycle begins again. 

Overgrown, brushy areas near water sources provide shelter and the humid conditions ticks need. "Avoid
ance of these areas, use of protectants and keeping horses in mowed pastures where vegetation dries out 
quickly and allows penetration of sunlight will reduce problems with ticks," Bushmich analyzed. 

Small numbers of ticks should be removed promptly. "The best way is to grab the tick with tweezers close 
to the skin and pull it out," Bushmich prescribed. "Try to remove the mouthparts with the rest of the tick, but if 
they remain after the body is removed, just apply a mild antibacterial ointment, and the body will treat it the 
same as a splinter." 

The old wives' tales recommendations to use petroleum jelly or hot matches are not effective. "My grandpa 
always advised that was the way to get rid of ticks, but he was wrong about that one," Bushmich noted. 

If there are large numbers of ticks, it is impractical, or even impossible, to remove them singly. Curry combs 
will not do the job, and insecticides become necessary. 

Prevention is better than having to cure tick problems, but some of the same products can do both. "lver
mectin dewormers will kill ticks that are attached and sucking blood," according to Bushmich. 

The insecticide permethrin applied as a pour-on, spot application or wipe from the ears down the back to 
the hip prevents ticks from attaching to the animal. 

"Regular applications of permethrin are required to keep protection in place and can usually be repeated in 
14 days, depending on the specific manufacturer's instructions," Bushmich advised. 

While it would not work for horses on large pastures, Bushmich advised that keeping small lots mowed will 
reduce tick invasions. 

"Spraying permethrin outside of the perimeters of small pastures in April and May prevents ticks from get
ting into those areas during the rest of the season," she added. "Horses should not graze on chemically treat
ed pasture, however." 



Deer ticks start out as larvae the size of a dot 
and mature to ladybug size or smaller before 
latching onto hosts, such as horses, suckin9 
blood and enlarging to even larger than a penc1l 
eraser. Small numbers of the insects can be 
removed with tweezers, but volumes should be 
controlled with pesticides. Control is essential to 
stop possible spread of diseases. 

Blood-swollen ticks are appearing in large num
bers on many horses that have been in wooded, 
wetland pastures this fall. The vectors need to be 
controlled now to help prevent spread of disease 
for both horses and their handlers. 


