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THE BIOLOGY 

OF TICKS 
I n Louis iana,  most  people  ver y  rarely  come in  contac t  with 

t icks.   I n  the Southern U.S . ,  we have about  20 di f ferent 

species  of  t icks.   Most  of  these wi l l  spend their  l ives 

feeding on rodents,  l izards,  deer,  or  l ivestock .   

MOST TICKS GO THROUGH 4 LIFE STAGES: EGG, SIX 

LEGGED LARVA, EIGHT LEGGED NYMPH, AND AN 

EIGHT LEGGED ADULT.  AFTER HATCHING FROM 

EGGS, THE TICKS WILL FEED ON BLOOD AT ALL 

STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT.  THE LIFECYCLE MAY 

TAKE UP TO 3 YEARS TO COMPLETE.

 

T
icks f ind their  host  animals  by  their  body odors, 

breath,  body heat ,  and v i rat ions.   Many species 

of  t icks  hold on to  grass  or  leaves  and wait  for  a 

host  to  pass  by (quest ing) .   As  the host  brushes 

up against  the grass,  the t ick  wi l l  quick ly  c l imb 

onto the host .   Most  quest ing t icks  wi l l  wait  on 

vegetat ion a long edges (such as  the edge of  a  h ik ing tra i l ,  or 

the edge of  a  f ie ld) .   Ticks  do not  jump or  f ly,  and can only  f ind 

hosts  by  quest ing or  crawl ing.   in  Louis iana,  most  people  come 

in  contac t  with  the adult  t icks,  which are  much bigger  than 

the lar vae and nymphs.   I t  i s  for  that  reason that  most  people 

wi l l  f ind t icks  and remove them r ight  away.   Al though t icks  are 

encountered less  of ten in  Louis iana,  i t  i s  impor tant  to  check 

yourselves  and your  pets  af ter  h ik ing,  b ik ing,  or  hunt ing.
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TICKS AND 
DISEASE

I n the United States,  t icks  are  capable  of  t ransmit-
t ing some disease causing pathogens.   I t  i s  impor-
tant  to  real ize  that  not  a l l  t icks  are  infec ted with 
a  bac ter ia  or  v i rus.   I n  some areas  of  the countr y, 
t ick-borne diseases  are  more common than other 
areas.   For  example,  in  the Nor theastern par t  of  the 
United States,  Lyme Disease is  far  more common.  
This  i s  due to  the fac t  that  the immature t icks  feed 
on rodents,  where they pick  up the bac ter ia  ( in  Lou-
s iana they feed on rept i les,  which do not  harbor  the 
bac ter ia) .   I n  the Nor theastern U.S . ,  as  much as  50% 
of  adult  t icks  are  infec ted with the Lyme disease 
causing bac ter ia ,  Borrel l ia  burgdor fer i .  

I n  addit ion to  Lyme Disease,  t icks  are  capable  of 
t ransmitt ing other  pathogens to  humans and ani-
mals.   This  inc ludes  Anaplasmosis ,  Babesios is , 
Ehr l ichios is ,  Powassan v i rus,  Rock y Mountain  spot-
ted fever,  Tularemia ,  t ick-borne re lapsing fever, 
and STARI .   O ther  potent ia l  t ick-borne diseases  are 
occass ional ly  detec ted.   I nformation on these dis-
eases  can be found at  the Centers  for  Disease Con-
trol  (CDC )  website.  

T ICKS AND DISEASE

Not al l  t icks  carr y  disease 

causing pathogens.  
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Many of  the most  common t ick-borne 
diseases  have s imi lar  symptoms.   Most 
people  wi l l  have f lu- l ike  symptoms.  
With Lyme disease,  about  a  thi rd  of 
the infec ted people  show a  charac ter-
ist ic  bul ls - eye rash.   This  most  com-
monly  occurs  at  the s i te  of  the t ick  bite.  
Rock y Mountain  spotted fever  i s  par t  of 
the spotted fever  group of  pathogens.  
I n  severe  cases,  infec ted indiv iduals 
wi l l  have a  spotted rash,  which mainly 
occurs  on the arms and legs.
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FIVE OF THE MOST COMMON 

TICKS IN THE UNITED STATES

ALTHOUGH THESE ARE THE MOST COMMON SPECIES IN THE U.S . ,  MANY OF THESE SPECIES ARE QUITE RARE IN LOUISIANA.

Black  legged t ick  ( Ixodes  scapular is )

The black  legged t ick  can transmit  patho -
gens that  cause Lyme disease,  anaplasmo -
s is  and babesios is .   I n  the nor theastern 
United States,  the lar vae and nymph blood 
feed on smal l  mammals  and rodents,  where 
i t  can pick  up bac ter ia  that  cause Lyme dis-
ease.   I n  Louis iana ,  the ear ly  stages  feed 
on rept i les,  which do not  harbor  the Lyme 
disease bac ter ia .  

Gul f  Coast  t ick  (Amblyomma maculatum)

The gul f  coast  t ick  l ives  in  coastal  areas 
a long the At lant ic  Coast  and Gulf  of 
M exico.   Lar vae and nymphs of  this  spe -
c ies  prefer  to  feed on birds  and smal l 
rodents,  whi le  adult  t icks  feed on deer 
and other  wi ldl i fe.  
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FIVE OF THE MOST COMMON 

TICKS IN THE UNITED STATES
DID YOU KNOW?

F I R E  A N T S  H E L P E D  TO  D E C R E A S E  T H E  N U M B E R  O F  T I C K S

Since f i re  ants  feed on insec ts  and other  ar thropods c lose 

to  the ground,  i t  i s  no surpr ise  that  f i re  ants  wi l l  readi ly 

feed on t icks.   Fi re  ants  in  pastures  can help reduce t ick 

populat ions  that  may feed on l ivestock .

M O S T  T I C K S  TA K E  S E V E R A L  DAY S  TO  F I N I S H  F E E D I N G

On average,  i t  might  take 2  to  3  days  for  a  t ick  to  f in ish 

feeding on a  host . 

T H E R E  A R E  T H I N G S  YO U  C A N  D O  TO 

P R OT E C T  YO U R S E L F  F R O M  T I C K S .

You can fol low these s imple  steps  to  protec t  yoursel f 

f rom t icks :

1 .  Avoid direc t  contac t  with  t icks  by avoiding the wooded 

and bushy areas  with high grass  and leaf  l i t ter.

2 .  Walk  in  the center  of  t ra i ls .

3 .  S elec t  EPA registered repel lents  that  repel  t icks  (DEE T 

or  permethr in)  and apply  according to  label  d i rec t ions.

4 .  Find and remove t icks  promptly  af ter  being outdoors.

5 .  Ta lk  to  your  veter inar ian about  ways  to  protec t  your 

pets  f rom t icks  and t ick-borne diseases.

ALTHOUGH THESE ARE THE MOST COMMON SPECIES IN THE U.S . ,  MANY OF THESE SPECIES ARE QUITE RARE IN LOUISIANA.

Lone Star  t ick  (Amblyomma amer icanum)

The lone star  t ick  gets  i ts  name from the 
white  dot  on i ts  back .   This  species  pre -
fers  to  feed on white -ta i led deer.   Lar vae 
of ten occur  in  c lusters  on vegetat ion. 
The lone star  t ick  ac t ively  crawls  towards 
i ts  hosts  in  search of  a  bloodmeal .

Brown dog t ick  (R hipicephalus 
sanguineus)

The brown dog t ick  prefers  to  blood 
feed on dogs for  each of  i ts  l i fe -
stages.   This  species  is  capable  of 
l iv ing indoors,  where i ts  host  i s  most 

Amer ican dog t ick  (Dermacentor 
var iabi l i s )

The Amer ican dog t ick  is  widely  dis-
t r ibuted and prefers  to  feed on smal l 
mammals.   This  species  of ten waits  for 
hosts  on the edges of  f ie lds,  where 
dogs most  of ten encounter  them.
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HOW TO

REMOVE A T ICK

WHE THER IT  IS  ON YOURSELF,  YOUR FAMILY MEMBER,  OR YOUR PE T, 

HERE ARE THE DO'S  AND DONT 'S  WHEN IT  COMES TO REMOVING 

THE DRAWINGS TO THE RIGHT (FROM THE CDC WEBSITE)  DEMONSTRATE THE CORREC T WAY TO 
REMOVE A T ICK .   FOLLOW THESE INSTRUC TIONS BELOW.

STEP 1 .  Grab the t ick  c lose to  your  sk in  with t weeezers

STEP 2 .  Pul l  s t ra ight  up

STEP 3 .  Wash the area with soap and water

STEP 4 .  I f  you l ive  in  an area with Lyme Disease,  some places  may have fac i l i t ies  that  wi l l  test  the 
t ick  for  you.   I n  Louis iana,  the l ikel ihood of  gett ing Lyme disease is  ver y  low.   However,  i f  you feel  i l l 
a f ter  a  t ick-bite,  contac t  a  physic ian for  more information.

WHAT NOT  TO DO:

Avoid " folk lore"  remedies  such as  paint ing the t ick  with nai l  pol ish  or  petroleum je l ly,  or  us ing heat 
to  make the t ick  detach f rom the sk in .   S ome of  these methods might  make the t ick  more l ikely  to 
quick ly  t ransmit  bac ter ia  into your  body.
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HOW TO

REMOVE A T ICK

WHE THER IT  IS  ON YOURSELF,  YOUR FAMILY MEMBER,  OR YOUR PE T, 

HERE ARE THE DO'S  AND DONT 'S  WHEN IT  COMES TO REMOVING 
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The average life span of a       
female mosquito is 3 to 100 days. 

the male lives 10 to 20 days 

The female mosquito 
requires a blood meal 
for development of her 
eggs 

Most adult mosquitoes 
travel less than 1 mile 
away from their larval 

habitats 

The animal responsible 
for the most human 
deaths world-wide is 
the mosquito 

Depending on temperature, a mosquito can develop 
from egg to adult in as little as 4 to 7 days. 

West Nile virus, Malaria, and dog  
heartworm are all transmitted by  
mosquitoes. One female mosquito may lay 100 to 300 

eggs at a time and may average 1,000 to 
3,000 offspring during her life span. 

Ticks  are  so  t iny,  they can eas i ly  be mis-
taken for  f reck les  or  d i r t .  

Tick  bites  usual ly  do not  hur t .   Most 
people  do not  even not ice  they are  being 
bitten.

FAC TS
 ABOUT
 TICKS
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Ticks  l ive  in  places  where 
there  is  a  lot  of  ta l l  grass, 
shrubs,  and leaves.

Ticks  wait  for  an 
animal  or  person 
to  walk  by.   They 
wi l l  then grab 
onto the animal  or 
human.

Ticks  are  re lated to  spiders  ( they have 8  legs) .  How-
ever,  they do not  spin  webs and do not  eat  insec ts.



The average life span of a       
female mosquito is 3 to 100 days. 

the male lives 10 to 20 days 

The female mosquito 
requires a blood meal 
for development of her 
eggs 

Most adult mosquitoes 
travel less than 1 mile 
away from their larval 

habitats 

The animal responsible 
for the most human 
deaths world-wide is 
the mosquito 

Depending on temperature, a mosquito can develop 
from egg to adult in as little as 4 to 7 days. 

West Nile virus, Malaria, and dog  
heartworm are all transmitted by  
mosquitoes. One female mosquito may lay 100 to 300 

eggs at a time and may average 1,000 to 
3,000 offspring during her life span. 

Ticks  wi l l  s tay  attached for  a  few 
days.   I t  takes  several  days  to  f in ish 
feeding on blood.

Brown dog t icks  are  the 
only  species  in  Louis i -
ana that  can l ive  indoors. 
O ther  species  must  l ive 
outs ide.

Lone star  t icks  get  their 
name from having a  s ingle 
star  shape on their  body.

Not  a l l  t icks  carr y  bac ter ia  or 
v i ruses.  B lack- legged t icks  are 
the species  most  of ten associated 
with Lyme Disease.

Af ter  feeding on blood, 
a  t ick  wi l l  just  fa l l  to 
the ground.   I t  might 
be several  months 
before  the t ick  feeds 
again .

Af ter  c l imbing on a  person,  the t ick  wi l l  t r y 
to  f ind a  place to  attach and feed.   They 
of ten l ike  to  hide in  the hair,  or  where 
c lothing presses  t ight ly  against  the sk in 
(under wear)

COOL TICK FACTS

An adult  female  t ick  may lay 
thousands of  eggs
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T
he LSU Depar t-

ment  of  Entomol-

ogy is  committed to 

providing fun and 

informative infor-

mation regarding 

a l l  t ypes  of  insec ts.   I f  there  is 

a  speci f ic  insec t  you would l ike 

to  see in  one of  our  magazines, 

p lease contac t  the editor.   We 

can a lso include specia l  ar t i -

c les,  i f  you are  interested in 

wr i t ing a  shor t  ar t ic le  for  our 

magazine.                                                             

F IND MORE ONLINE

GO TO THE 
LSU ENTOMOLOGY 
OR LSU AGCENTER 
WEBPAGES FOR 
MORE INFORMA-
TION ABOUT BITING 
INSECTS.  

Vis i t  us  at

 w w w.entomology. lsu.edu 

or  at  the LSU agcenter  webpage

Fun Bites  magazine 

created by K r isten 

Healy,  LSU Depar t-

ment  of  Entomology.  

Contac t  information: 

Emai l :  k healy@lsu.edu,

Phone:  225-578-7386


