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Abstract

Background: The incidence of Lyme disease shows high degrees of inter-annual variation in the northeastern
United States, but the factors driving this variation are not well understood. Complicating matters, it is also possible
that these driving factors may vary in regions with differing histories of Lyme disease endemism. We evaluated the
effect of the number of hot (T > 25 °C), dry (precipitation = 0) days during the questing periods of the two
immature Ixodes scapularis life stages (larval and nymphal) on inter-annual variation in Lyme disease incidence
between 2000 and 2011 in long-term endemic versus recently endemic areas. We also evaluated the effect of
summer weather on tick questing activity and the number of ticks found on small mammals between 1994 and
2012 on six sites in Millbrook, NY.

Results: The number of hot, dry days during the larval period of the previous year did not affect the
human incidence of Lyme disease or the density of questing nymphs the following season. However, dry
summer weather during the nymphal questing period had a significant negative effect on the incidence of
Lyme disease in the long-term endemic areas, and on the density of questing nymphs. Summer weather
conditions had a more pronounced effect on actively questing I. scapularis collected via dragging than on
the number of ticks found feeding on small mammals. In recently endemic areas Lyme disease incidence
increased significantly over time, but no trend was detected between disease incidence and dry summer
weather.

Conclusions: Recently endemic regions showed an increase in Lyme disease incidence over time, while
incidence in long-term endemic regions appears to have stabilized. Only within the stabilized areas were we
able to detect reduced Lyme disease incidence in years with hot, dry summer weather. These patterns were
reflected in our field data, which showed that questing activity of nymphal I. scapularis was reduced by hot,
dry summer weather.
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Background
Lyme disease is the most common vector-borne disease in
the United States [1]. Many studies have attempted to im-
prove our understanding of the factors driving its spread
and amplification in new areas [2, 3] as well as the habitat
suitability of new areas in the United States and Canada
for Ixodes scapularis [4–6], the primary vector for the
Lyme disease spirochete (Borrelia burgdorferi). Correlative
models have explored the effect of climatic factors on
Lyme disease incidence averaged across expansive
geographical regions, most commonly states in the U.S.A.
[7, 8]. Unfortunately, there are large variations in incidence
within many states [9], and the factors that drive inter-
annual variation in Lyme disease incidence vary spatially
[10]. Specifically, underlying factors such as physician and
public awareness have a strong impact on the reporting of
Lyme disease cases in emerging areas [11, 12], and data col-
lected at a coarse scale (State) may not reveal patterns that
exist at finer scales (County).
Climate and weather conditions are likely to play a

role in the incidence of Lyme disease because the dem-
ography and behavior of I. scapularis are sensitive to
variation in temperature and precipitation [8, 13]. How-
ever, few studies have attempted to connect these wea-
ther and climate effects to patterns in the human
incidence of Lyme disease [10]. There is strong evidence
that Lyme disease and tick populations are spreading
from two epicenters in the United States, one in the
upper Midwest, and another the Northeast [14, 15].
Some have argued that the geographical spread of Lyme
disease is caused, at least in part, by climate warming
trends [16]. However, other factors might contribute to
the spread of Lyme disease, including facilitation of the
expansion of I. scapularis populations by vertebrate
hosts [17], and amplification of B. burgdorferi infection
through vector and host communities [18, 19]. Possible
effects of climate and weather on disease incidence in
these newly emerging areas may be difficult to detect
due to these confounding factors. In contrast, the effects
of weather and climate on Lyme disease incidence in
areas that were invaded decades ago might be less sub-
ject to confounding variables. Differences in the focal
area under study (expanding vs long-term endemic re-
gions) may explain some of the variation in results be-
tween studies that have explored the effect of weather
and climate on inter-annual variation in human cases of
Lyme disease [20].
The effect of specific climatic variables on I. scapularis

density, survival, and behavior has been thoroughly in-
vestigated [21–25]. The effect of relative humidity on I.
scapularis survival is well documented, with significantly
reduced survival in low humidity environments [26, 27].
Duration of exposure to dry conditions is an important
factor in determining I. scapularis mortality, with longer

periods of exposure leading to significantly higher rates
of mortality [28]. Many species of tick will modify their
behavior to avoid desiccation [29]. One of the most
commonly observed behaviors is that I. scapularis will
quest at a lower height when temperatures are high and
relative humidity is low [22], probably because of the
need to descend to moist microhabitats for rehydration.
This lower questing height reduces the probability that
ticks will come into contact with large vertebrate hosts
[30, 31], including humans. The effect of atmospheric
saturation deficit on tick behavior has been studied in I.
ricinus [32], a tick species that is closely related to I.
scapularis and is the primary vector for Lyme disease in
Europe. Atmospheric humidity has the strongest impact
on I. ricinus behavior when temperatures are greater
than 24 °C [33, 34]. Furthermore, I. scapularis questing
behavior peaks at 25 °C with lower levels of activity as
the temperature increases [35]. In 2014 Berger et al. [36]
found that low relative humidity reduces the seasonal
activity of I. scapularis nymphs. They also found that
early season dry periods could lead to reduced late-
season tick populations. We expanded on this research
by exploring the effect of summer climate on tick
density with an additional metric, small mammal
body burdens, and by exploring the effect of summer
weather on the human incidence of Lyme disease
across a broad region.
We analyzed data collected by the Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention (CDC) for annual Lyme disease
incidence by county, and a long-term field dataset for
tick densities collected at the Cary Institute of Ecosys-
tem Studies [37]. We explored the effect of the number
of hot (T > 25 °C) dry (precipitation = 0) days on the hu-
man incidence of Lyme disease and I. scapularis activity.
We targeted our analyses for the activity peaks of two I.
scapularis life stages: (i) May through July for nymphs
(second-instar), and (ii) August through September for
larvae (first-instar). The nymphal life stage is responsible
for the majority of human infections [38], and recruit-
ment and survival of the larval stage is likely to have a
strong effect on the number of nymphs emerging the
following year [37, 39]. Additionally, we explored
whether the effect of summer weather on inter-annual
variation in Lyme disease incidence was consistent be-
tween areas with a long history of endemic Lyme dis-
ease, and those that have become endemic more
recently. We hypothesized that weather effects would be
more evident in long-term endemic areas, defined as
those areas that have the longest history of reported
Lyme cases [9, 40, 41].
We also used field measurements to distinguish

whether the effect of summer weather conditions on I.
scapularis is behavioral, or demographic, affecting long-
term survival rates. Behavioral effects could manifest as
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either lower overall questing activity, lower questing
height, or a combination of the two. We used two
methods to distinguish between weather effects on
questing activity versus questing height. If hot, dry wea-
ther reduces questing height, we expected to find re-
duced numbers of questing I. scapularis nymphs
captured with the tick dragging method as this method
is most efficient when nymphal questing height is high
[42]. In contrast, if hot, dry weather reduces overall
questing activity, we would expect that the number of
ticks feeding on small mammals, which are sampling
ticks at ground level, would be reduced [31]. If the num-
ber of hot, dry days during the previous year’s larval
questing period reduces nymphal tick densities or Lyme
disease incidence the following summer, then we would
conclude that the long-term demographic effects of
summer weather are important. Both behavioral and
demographic effects can impact human health, but the
implications for the long-term effect of climate change
on tick-borne diseases may differ.

Methods
Lyme disease data
The annual numbers of Lyme disease cases were re-
ported by county between 2000 and 2011 by the CDC
[43]. Lyme disease cases are generally under-reported by
the CDC [44]. In an effort to address under-reporting
the CDC altered their reporting standards in 2008,
broadening the criteria for reportable cases. To account
for possible under-reporting bias we have included the
CDC’s reporting type as a factor in our analyses. Annual
Lyme disease case counts are available for all United
States counties, but cases are reported in the patient’s
county of residence, so in order to reduce reporting er-
rors due to patient travel we focused on the northeastern
United States where local incidences are high and > 80%
of cases are reported. We split these data into two
groups: (i) a long-term endemic region [9] which in-
cludes the Hudson Valley of New York, southern New
England, and northern New Jersey (Fig. 1b), and (ii) a
more recently endemic region, which includes the rest

Fig. 1 a The incidence of Lyme disease in the recently endemic region over time. The scatterplot shows the log of the incidence as time
progresses from 2000 to 2011 in the recently endemic region, while the maps show the incidence at the starting point (2000), and ending point
(2011) for our entire dataset. b The incidence of Lyme disease in the counties of our subset of long-term endemic counties in the Hudson Valley
of New York, southern New England and northern New Jersey. The legend represents the incidence of Lyme disease per 100,000 people and the
color scheme applies to all four maps
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of the counties in the northeastern region (Fig. 1a). Is-
land counties were excluded from our analyses. Compar-
isons between these regions allowed us to explore how
factors affect inter-annual trends in Lyme disease inci-
dence in regions with presumed stabilized (long-term
endemic), and increasing (recently endemic) Lyme inci-
dence. Lyme disease case counts were corrected for
county populations using annual county population esti-
mates collected by the United States Census Bureau
[45]. All Lyme disease incidence data are presented as
the number of cases per county per 100,000 residents.

Body burden on small mammals
Measurements of the body burdens for I. scapularis
nymphs and larvae on chipmunks (Tamias striatus) and
white-footed mice (Peromyscus leucopus), respectively,
provided metrics for the number of ticks feeding on
small mammals. Field data were collected in a long-term
study at the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies in
Millbrook, Dutchess County, NY (41°47′1.04″N, 73°43′
56.49″W). The field sites and methods are described in
detail in Ostfeld et al. [37]. These data were collected
annually from 1994 to 2012 on six small mammal trap-
ping grids. Each trapping grid contained 242 Sherman
traps arranged in pairs on an 11 × 11 grid, with 15 m
spacing between each trapping station, and each grid
covering approximately 2.25 ha. Small mammals were
trapped on each grid for two consecutive nights,
multiple times between April and November each year.
Additional details regarding the small mammal data col-
lection methods are described in Levi et al. [46].
The number of larvae and nymphs were counted on

the head and neck of each animal the first time they
were caught in a trap. Counting nymphs on the heads of
chipmunks provides a reliable metric for their body bur-
dens (number of attached ticks per chipmunk), while
counts for the number of larvae on white-footed mice
provides a reliable estimate of their total body burden
[46]. We calculated the annual average body burden of
chipmunks during the I. scapularis seasonal nymph
peak, and the annual average body burden of white-
footed mice during the larval peak. These served as met-
rics for the number of nymphs and larvae feeding on
animal hosts in a given year. The number of larvae
counted on the heads of chipmunks, and nymphs
counted on the heads of mice did not provide reliable
metrics for the animal’s total body burdens, so these data
were not used for our analyses [46]. All data collected
on the six grids were combined to represent an overall
annual average body burden for mice (larvae), and chip-
munks (nymphs). All small mammal handling proce-
dures were approved by the Cary Institute of Ecosystem
Studies IACUC.

Density of questing nymphs
The density of questing nymphs was measured at the
Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies during the same
time period (1994–2012) and on the same six sites as
the small mammal body burden data. Actively questing
I. scapularis nymphs were collected using a dragging
method whereby a 1 m2 white corduroy cloth is dragged
along the surface of the leaf litter and understory vegeta-
tion. All sites were sampled multiple times during the
nymphal peak each year (May - July). The total area
covered for each sample was 450 m2. Drag cloths were
checked for ticks every 30 m and the number of I. sca-
pularis nymphs was recorded. We averaged the density
of I. scapularis nymphs during their activity peak across
all six sites to estimate an overall density of nymphs
(DON) for each year.

Temperature and precipitation data
County-wide temperature and precipitation data were
collected from the CDC’s Wide-ranging Online Data for
Epidemiological Research (WONDER) database [47].
The WONDER database provides climate data from Na-
tional Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) weather stations in the United States, which
can be averaged by various administrative boundaries.
We used the mean of all daily temperature and precipi-
tation data collected by weather stations within county
boundaries to calculate our parameters. Daily maximum
temperatures and daily precipitation were retrieved from
the data base for the I. scapularis nymph questing period
(May - July) for the year the Lyme disease cases were re-
ported. We also retrieved temperature and precipitation
data for the previous year’s larval questing period
(August - September). We then calculated a cumulative
measure for the number of days where T > 25 °C and
precipitation = 0 during the previous year’s larval quest-
ing period, and the current year’s nymphal questing
period. This provided us with metrics for the number of
hot, dry days (HDD) during the questing periods of the
two immature I. scapularis life stages. We abbreviated
the metric for the nymphal questing period as N-HDD,
and the metric for the larval questing period during the
preceding year was L-HDD. Although ideally atmos-
pheric humidity data would be used for this purpose, no
consistent daily records exist at the county scale for our
study period.
We also compared the field data on tick abundance

collected at the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies
against the CDC WONDER data for Dutchess County
between 1994 and 2011. We had one additional year of
field data (2012) which was not included in the CDC
WONDER database. To calculate N-HDD for 2012 we
accessed the NOAA database which is used to calculate
the CDC WONDER data, and downloaded weather
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station data for stations within Dutchess County to cal-
culate maximum temperature and precipitation for
2012 N-HDD.

Data analyses
We used two mixed effects generalized additive models
to explore whether time was a linear estimator for Lyme
disease incidence, first in our long-term endemic subset
which included the Hudson Valley, Southern New
England, and northern New Jersey, and then in the re-
cently endemic subset which included the remaining
counties in the northeastern region. Lyme disease inci-
dence is strongly spatially correlated at this scale, so
both models included a smoothing term for interactions
between latitude and longitude to account for the spatial
variation in incidence. The CDC’s reporting metric
(which changed in 2008) was also included in both
models, as was county as a random effect. County was
included as a random effect because observations within
the same county are not independent. These factors de-
trended the data, and will be referred to hereafter as the
de-trending model. We used the de-trending models to
explore whether Lyme disease incidence was increasing
over time in our two data subsets (long-term endemic
and recently endemic) (Fig. 1). We also used these
models to explore the effect of summer temperature
and precipitation during I. scapularis questing periods
(L-HDD and N-HDD) on inter-annual variation in our
long-term and recently endemic subsets. F-tests and
Bayesian information criterion (BIC) values were used to
compare models and evaluate the addition of new factors
using the procedures described in Zuur et al. [48]. Lyme
disease incidence data were log-transformed for all
analyses.
We used three linear models to explore the effect of

summer temperature and precipitation (L-HDD and N-
HDD) on the body burdens of small mammals. The first
model included L-HDD compared against the average
annual larval body burden of mice in the same year, the
second compared L-HDD against the nymphal body
burden of chipmunks the following year, and the third
compared N-HDD against the nymphal body burden of
chipmunks in the same year. All three models included
the number of mice or chipmunks caught that year as a
covariate. These models allowed us to explore whether
summer climate affected the number of ticks feeding on
small mammals, and whether that effect carried over
from the previous year.
Additionally, two linear models explored the effect of

summer temperature and precipitation on the density of
questing I. scapularis nymphs (DON) using the dragging
data collected at the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies.
The first model compared L-HDD against DON to ex-
plore whether the weather during the previous year’s

larval questing period affected the number of actively
questing nymphs the following year. The second model
compared N-HDD against DON to see if summer wea-
ther during that year affected nymphal questing activity.
These models also included the number of chipmunks
caught that year as a factor. Chipmunk count was in-
cluded as they act as the primary host for nymphs, and
chipmunk population density can affect DON [46]. All
analyses were performed in R version 3.2.3.

Results
Incidence of Lyme disease
In both the long-term and recently endemic regions in-
clusion of a smoothing term for latitude and longitude,
CDC reporting type, and county as a random effect im-
proved the models based on their BIC scores. Overall,
the recently endemic region showed a significant in-
crease in Lyme disease incidence between 2000 and
2011 (t = 13.48; df = 2210; P < 0.001) (Table 1) (Fig. 1a),
while time was not a significant linear predictor of Lyme
disease incidence in the long-term endemic region
(Table 2) (Fig. 1b). We examined the effect of the number
of hot (T > 25 °C), dry (Precip = 0) days during the previ-
ous year’s larval questing period (L-HDD) and during the
current year’s nymphal questing period (N-HDD) on the
incidence of Lyme disease in each region in de-trending
models (Table 3). L-HDD did not affect the incidence of
Lyme disease in either the long-term (t = -0.52; df = 396; P
= 0.60) (Fig. 2a), or the recently (t = 0.24, df = 2209, P =
0.82) endemic regions. This conclusion (Fig. 2) is based on
the analysis of residuals of the de-trending model for the
long-term endemic region plotted against N-HDD and L-
HDD. N-HDD had a significant negative effect on the in-
cidence of Lyme disease (t = -5.48; df = 396; P < 0.001) in
the long-term endemic region (Fig. 2b). N-HDD had no
significant effect on Lyme disease incidence in the recently
endemic region (t = -0.01, df = 2055, P = 0.33). The lack of
effect of L-HDD on Lyme disease incidence in both re-
gions is also reflected in their BIC scores (Table 3).

Table 1 The F-test statistics for all the fixed effects included in
the generalized additive mixed models for the recently endemic
region

Recently Endemic Region

Parameters df F P-value

Reporting Type 1 43.03 < 0.001a

Year 1 175.02 < 0.001a

Latitude × Longitude 20 14.16 < 0.001a

N-HDD 1 3.67 0.06

L-HDD 1 0.12 0.73

County was included as a random effect in this model. adenotes a factor
which significantly improved the model according to the BIC value
Residual degrees of freedom = 2219, r2 = 0.52
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L-HDD did not affect the density of questing nymphs
(DON) the following year (t = -0.46; df = 1, 16; P = 0.65)
(Fig. 3a). On the other hand, N-HDD had a significant
negative effect on DON (t = -2.60; df = 1, 16; P = 0.02)
(Fig. 3b). The number of chipmunks caught annually
over a field season had a significant negative effect on
DON in both the L-HDD (t = -2.57; df = 1, 16; P = 0.02),
and N-HDD (t = -2.69; df = 1, 16; P = 0.02) models.
Summer weather during the questing periods of I. sca-

pularis larvae did not affect the average number of larval
I. scapularis found on mice that year (t = -1.56; df = 1,
16; P = 0.14), or the number of nymphs found on chip-
munks the following year (t = -0.21; df = 1, 16; P = 0.83)
(Fig. 4a). N-HDD did not have a significant effect on the
average I. scapularis nymphal body burdens of chip-
munks (t = -1.82; df = 1, 16; P = 0.09) (Fig. 4b). The num-
ber of chipmunks caught during a given field season had a
significant negative effect on the number of nymphs found
on chipmunks for both the L-HDD (t = -2.70; df = 1,
16; P = 0.02) and N-HDD (t = -2.76; df = 1, 16; P =
0.01) models. There was a marginally significant nega-
tive correlation between the number of mice caught
in a field season and the average larval body burden
of mice (t = -2.09; df =1, 16; P = 0.05).

Discussion
Lyme disease incidence and region
The significant increase in the incidence of Lyme disease
in counties in the northeastern United States with a re-
cent endemic history of Lyme disease (Fig. 1a) supports

the observation that Lyme disease is spreading rapidly in
the United States, with many new areas becoming en-
demic [9], and showing steadily increasing infection
levels [49]. On the other hand, in areas with a long-term
endemic history the incidence of Lyme disease appears
to have stabilized at least since 2000 (Fig. 1b). Thus, a
threshold for Lyme disease incidence appears to exist,
above which incidence stabilizes. After this threshold is
reached, inter-annual variation in the incidence of Lyme
disease may be driven by a different suite of factors that
affect the inter-annual variation in tick populations [38],
such as weather [24, 50], or host abundance and diver-
sity [37, 51, 52].
In newly emerging areas factors such as physician

awareness, human behavior [11, 12], and the amplifica-
tion of B. burgdorferi in host communities [18, 19] may
be the dominant factors affecting the recorded human
incidence of Lyme disease. When Lyme disease has re-
cently spread to a new area a considerable lag in notify-
ing the public and modifying human behavior may cause
an increase in incidence [53, 54]. Physicians may also ini-
tially report a high number of cases when Lyme disease is
emerging, and become less aggressive in their reporting as
it becomes more commonplace [44, 49]. Additionally,
Lyme disease is amplified through the natural reservoir
and vector communities as new susceptible individuals be-
come infected. During this amplification period it is pos-
sible that the inter-annual effects of summer weather on
Lyme disease incidence is obscured by the overall increase
in pathogen transmission. Detection of weather effects
therefore may be more difficult in areas with newly emer-
ging tick-borne diseases.
It is unlikely that all counties in the region will stabilize

at the same level of Lyme disease incidence. Factors such
as human population density, availability of suitable tick
habitat, and human contact rates can affect both I. scapu-
laris densities and Lyme disease risk [55–57]. Addition-
ally, physicians often under-diagnose diseases once
the disease is fully established in a new region [49]
and the under-reporting of Lyme disease cases by
physicians in the United States is well-documented
[44], which further obfuscates the measurement of this
threshold. These factors are all likely to vary among coun-
ties, affecting the threshold at which Lyme incidence

Table 2 The F-test statistics for the parameters included in the
generalized additive mixed models for the long-term endemic
region

Long-Term Endemic Region

Parameters df F P-value

Reporting Type 1 11.44 < 0.001a

Year 1 0.00 0.99

Latitude × Longitude 17 6.21 < 0.001a

N-HDD 1 21.38 < 0.001a

L-HDD 1 3.37 0.07

County was included as a random effect in this model. a denotes a factor
which significantly improved the model according to the BIC value
Residual degrees of freedom = 565, r2 = 0.67

Table 3 Bayesian information criterion (BIC) values for the generalized additive mixed models run for the long-term and recently
endemic regions exploring the effect of summer temperature and precipitation during the previous year’s larval questing period
(L-HDD), and that year’s nymphal questing period (N-HDD)

Model De-trending Model Year L-HDD N-HDD

Long-term endemic region 1140.1 1144.5 1141.7 1122.4

Recently endemic region 5976.0 5818.1 5825.7 5822.1

The de-trending models included CDC reporting type, a smoothing term for latitude and longitude, and county as a random effect. BIC values show model
improvement for L-HDD, N-HDD, and year when added to the de-trending models. Values in bold indicate a significant improvement
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stabilizes. Further research is needed to explore how these
factors might interact to affect the stabilization of Lyme dis-
ease incidence in different locations.

The effect of N-HDD on Lyme disease incidence and DON
We found that weather conditions during the questing
period of I. scapularis nymphs (N-HDD) affected
county-wide incidences of Lyme disease in the long-
term endemic region; hot dry summers were associated
with significantly reduced incidences of Lyme disease. In
contrast, this pattern was not detected in the counties
that have more recently become endemic for Lyme dis-
ease. This observation supports the assertion that other
(non-weather related) factors could mask the effects of
weather on inter-annual variation in areas where the dis-
ease is newly emerging. Thus, some of the discrepancies
that have been observed between studies of inter-annual

variation in Lyme incidence in the northeastern United
States may be attributed to the length of time since the
emergence of Lyme disease in each location [20]. It is
notable that the suppressive effect of hot, dry weather
was detected despite the fact that human behavior
strongly impacts Lyme disease incidence [58], and
people spend more time outside during dry weather
[59], potentially increasing overall contact rates with
ticks. Our detection of a relationship between summer
weather conditions and Lyme disease incidence in the
long-term endemic region, despite a variety of likely
confounding factors, suggests a strong effect of summer
weather conditions on I. scapularis questing behavior.
The effect of weather conditions during the nymphal
questing period on Lyme disease incidence may be ex-
plained in part by the geotropic response of questing
nymphs to drought; when conditions are warm and dry

Fig. 2 a The residuals of the de-trending generalized additive mixed model (gamm) for the long-term endemic region plotted against L-HDD, and b
the residuals of the de-trending gamm plotted against N-HDD. Best-fit lines are included for each of the five states (Connecticut, Massachusetts, New
Jersey, New York, and Rhode Island) included in the model. The de-trending models included CDC reporting type, a smoothing term for latitude and
longitude, and county as a random effect

Fig. 3 a The density of questing nymphs (DON) per 100 m2 determined via drag sampling compared against L-HDD, and b DON compared
against N-HDD. Nymphs show lower activity during hot dry summers, but there is no effect of weather from the previous year. P-values and r2

statistics are based on models including both the weather parameters and small mammal counts
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ticks quest at lower heights [42], likely reducing contact
rates with humans.
Exploration of trends in the field data for the density

of questing I. scapularis nymphs collected between 1994
and 2012 supports this hypothesis. We found that there
was a strong negative correlation between N-HDD and
DON (Fig. 3b), likely due to the effect of vapor pressure
deficit on tick activity [34]. Field evidence suggests that
when conditions are hot and dry I. scapularis alters its
behavior, reducing its questing height [22]. Moreover, la-
boratory evidence also indicates that relative humidity
affects I. scapularis questing height [42]. This change in
behavior is likely to affect contact rates between large
animals (including humans) and ticks.

The effect of L-HDD on Lyme disease incidence and DON
We found no significant relationship between the wea-
ther conditions during the previous year’s larval I. scapu-
laris questing period (L-HDD) and inter-annual
variation in Lyme disease incidence in either region
(long-term endemic/recently endemic). Nor did we ob-
serve any effect on the density of questing nymphs
(DON) the following year. Furthermore, there was no re-
lationship between summer weather conditions and the
number of larvae found feeding on mice. This is import-
ant as the number of larvae successfully feeding on hosts
would have a strong impact on nymph populations the
following year [37, 60]. This lack of inter-annual effect
was also observed by Berger et al. [36] where weather
conditions during previous years did not affect tick
densities in the current year. The absence of trends car-
rying over from the previous summer suggest that the
effect of hot, dry summers on tick densities is behavioral,
or possibly demographic in the short term, with its effect
on Lyme disease incidence restricted to the current

season. Overall, we found no evidence of any long-term
effect of summer weather on tick populations as a whole,
despite a strong short-term effect on the human incidence
of Lyme disease and I. scapularis nymphal questing activ-
ity. Perhaps other factors play a stronger role in the over-
winter survival and molting success of larval I. scapularis,
including variation in host populations [37], or winter pre-
cipitation events [24, 25], among others.

DON and small mammal body burdens
Tick activity or density was significantly reduced during
hot dry summers (Fig. 3b), but this trend was far weaker
in our analysis of small mammal body burdens (Fig. 4b),
probably because of the differential effect of tick behav-
ior on these two metrics of tick abundance. Tick drag-
ging collects actively questing ticks with a relatively high
questing height, and is a good measure of entomological
risk for humans [61]. This metric is affected by tick
questing height because ticks must quest at or above the
surface of the leaf litter to come into contact with the
collection cloth [50]. On the other hand, the number of
ticks counted on small mammal hosts is not as sensitive
to changes in tick behavior, and feeding success has a
strong effect on tick survival [37, 60]. However, counts
of mean tick burdens on hosts can be affected by other
factors such as variation in host densities [46], and
density-dependent effects whereby tick feeding success
is reduced when host body burdens increase [60], al-
though the latter is not consistently observed [62]. The
fact that these two methods appear to suggest differing
trends may indicate that the impact of hot dry summers
on I. scapularis is an ephemeral behavioral effect, caus-
ing them to quest at lower heights, and may not directly
affect tick populations or long-term trends in the
incidence of Lyme disease. More research is needed

Fig. 4 a The average body burden of chipmunks during the peak of I. scapularis nymph activity plotted against L-HDD, and b the average body
burden of chipmunks during the I. scapularis nymph activity peak plotted against N-HDD. P-values and r2 statistics are based on models including
both the weather parameters and small mammal counts. Neither L-HDD nor N-HDD had a significant effect on the number of nymphs found
on chipmunks

Burtis et al. Parasites & Vectors  (2016) 9:606 Page 8 of 10



regarding the cumulative effect of long-term drought on
I. scapularis survival and energetics. Furthermore, the
variable results found with differing metrics highlights
the importance of using multiple metrics when studying
complex vector-borne disease systems.

Conclusions
Hot, dry weather reduces the density of questing I. scapu-
laris nymphs, but does not appear to have a strong impact
on the density of I. scapularis larvae or nymphs feeding on
small mammals. Weather conditions in one summer do
not appear to have carryover effects on tick density the fol-
lowing summer. We conclude that summer weather condi-
tions affect I. scapularis questing behavior, but may not
have strong demographic effects. Reduced density of quest-
ing I. scapularis nymphs and behavioral effects during hot,
dry periods appears to reduce the incidence of Lyme dis-
ease in the human population in areas with a long Lyme
disease endemic history (long-term endemic region). Simi-
lar suppression of nymph density and Lyme disease inci-
dence in hot, dry summers was not detected in areas where
Lyme disease is invading (recently endemic region). We
suspect that these weather effects are masked in recently
endemic areas experiencing directional changes in tick pop-
ulations, host communities, or human recognition of Lyme
disease risk. These regional differences should be taken into
account in future modeling attempts.

Abbreviations
DON: Density of questing nymphs; L-HDD: Number of hot (T > 25 °C), dry
(precip = 0) days during the I. scapularis larval questing period the previous
year; N-HDD: Number of hot (T > 25 °C), dry (precip = 0) days during the I.
scapularis nymphal questing period

Acknowledgments
We would like to thank the numerous field technicians at the Cary Institute
of Ecosystem Studies who collected the field data used for this project. We
would also like to thank the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, and the United States
Census Bureau for collecting and providing the public datasets that were
used in these analyses.

Funding
Funding for the collection of Ixodes scapularis density field data was
provided through the National Science Foundation’s Long Term Research in
Environmental Biology program (NSF DEB-1456527 to R.S. Ostfeld and C.D.
Canham).

Availability of data and material
The field datasets analyzed during the current study are available from the
corresponding author on reasonable request. The CDC’s Lyme disease case
count datasets are available in the Lyme disease data and statistics repository
[http://www.cdc.gov/lyme/resources/ld-case-counts-by-county-00-14.csv].
Weather station data are available through the CDC WONDER database
[http://wonder.cdc.gov].

Authors’ contributions
JCB, RSO and PS conceived and designed the study. RSO, TL, and KO
provided the field data used in our analyses. JCB and PS performed the
statistical analyses and interpreted the data. JCB drafted the manuscript, with
critical revisions from TJF, RSO, PS, and TL. All authors read and approved the
final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Capturing and handling of wildlife was approved by the Institutional Animal
Care and Use Committee (IACUC) of the Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies
(permit numbers 13-01 and 01-16). All captured individuals were released on
the capture location after samples and measurements were taken.

Author details
1Department of Natural Resources, Cornell University, Fernow Hall, Ithaca, NY,
USA. 2Department of Fisheries and Wildlife, Oregon State University, Corvallis,
OR, USA. 3Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies, 2801 Sharon Turnpike,
Millbrook, NY, USA.

Received: 15 July 2016 Accepted: 18 November 2016

References
1. Adams D, Fullerton K, Jajosky R, Sharp P, Onweh D, Schley A, et al.

Summary of notifiable infectious diseases and conditions - United States,
2013. MMWR. 2014;62:1–122.

2. Tran PM, Waller L. Effects of landscape fragmentation and climate on Lyme
disease incidence in the northeastern United States. Ecohealth. 2013;10:394–404.

3. Turney S, Gonzalez A, Millien V. The negative relationship between mammal
host diversity and Lyme disease incidence strengthens through time.
Ecology. 2014;95:3244–50.

4. Brownstein JS, Holford TR, Fish D. A climate-based model predicts the
spatial distribution of the Lyme disease vector Ixodes scapularis in the
United States. Environ Health Perspect. 2003;111:1152–7.

5. Diuk-Wasser MA, Gatewood AG, Cortinas MR, Yaremych-Hamer S, Tsao J, Kitron
U, et al. Spatiotemporal patterns of host-seeking Ixodes scapularis nymphs
(Acari: Ixodidae) in the United States. J Med Entomol. 2006;43:166–76.

6. Ogden NH, Maarouf A, Barker IK, Bigras-Poulin M, Lindsay LR, Morshed MG,
et al. Climate change and the potential for range expansion of the Lyme
disease vector Ixodes scapularis in Canada. Int J Parasitol. 2006;36:63–70.

7. Subak S. Effects of climate on variability in Lyme disease incidence in the
northeastern United States. Am J Epidemiol. 2003;157:531–8.

8. McCabe GJ, Bunnell JE. Precipitation and the occurrence of Lyme disease in
the northeastern United States. Vector Borne Zoonotic Dis. 2004;4:143–8.

9. Eisen RJ, Eisen L, Beard CB. County-scale distribution of Ixodes scapularis and
Ixodes pacificus (Acari: Ixodidae) in the continental United States. J Med
Entomol. 2016;53:349–86.

10. Eisen RJ, Eisen L, Ogden NH, Beard CB. Linkages of weather and climate
with Ixodes scapularis and Ixodes pacificus (Acari: Ixodidae), enzootic
transmission of Borrelia burgdorferi, and Lyme disease in North America. J
Med Entomol. 2016;52:250–61.

11. Freimuth V, Linnan HW, Potter P. Communicating the threat of emerging
infections to the public. Emerg Infect Dis. 2000;6:337–47.

12. Ogden NH, Lindsay LR, Morshed M, Sockett PN, Artsob H. The emergence
of Lyme disease in Canada. CMAJ. 2009;180:1221–4.

13. Ogden NH, Lindsay LR, Beauchamp G, Charron D, Maarouf A, O'Callaghan
CJ, et al. Investigation of relationships between temperature and
developmental rates of tick Ixodes scapularis (Acari: Ixodidae) in the
laboratory and field. J Med Entomol. 2004;41:622–33.

14. Hoen AG, Margos G, Bent SJ, Diuk-Wasser MA, Barbour A, Kurtenbach K, Fish
D. Phylogeography of Borrelia burgdorferi in the eastern United States
reflects multiple independent Lyme disease emergence events. Proc Natl
Acad Sci USA. 2009;106:15013–8.

15. Margos G, Tsao JI, Castillo-Ramírez S, Girard YA, Hamer SA, Hoen AG, et al.
Two boundaries separate Borrelia burgdorferi populations in North America.
Appl Environ Microbiol. 2012;78:6059–67.

16. Beard CB, Eisen RJ, Barker CM, Garofalo JF, Hahn M, Hayden M, et al. US
Global Change Research Program, Washington, DC. Ch. 5: Vectorborne
Diseases; 2016. p. 129–56. https://health2016.globalchange.gov/vectorborne-
diseases.

Burtis et al. Parasites & Vectors  (2016) 9:606 Page 9 of 10

http://www.cdc.gov/lyme/resources/ld-case-counts-by-county-00-14.csv
http://wonder.cdc.gov/
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/vectorborne-diseases
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/vectorborne-diseases


17. Mathers A, Smith RP, Cahill B, Lubelczyk C, Elias SP, Lacombe E, et al. Strain
diversity of Borrelia burgdorferi in ticks dispersed in North America by
migratory birds. J Vector Ecol. 2011;36:24–9.

18. Keesing F, Belden LK, Daszak P, Dobson A, Harvell CD, Holt RD, et al.
Impacts of biodiversity on the emergence and transmission of infectious
diseases. Nature. 2010;468:647–52.

19. Vuong HB, Canham CD, Fonseca DM, Brisson D, Morin PJ, Smouse PE, Ostfeld
RS. Occurrence and transmission efficiencies of Borrelia burgdorferi ospC types
in avian and mammalian wildlife. Infect Genet Evol. 2014;27:594–600.

20. Ostfeld RS, Brunner JL. Climate change and Ixodes tick-borne diseases of
humans. Phil Trans R Soc B. 2015;370:20140051.

21. Bertrand MR, Wilson ML. Microclimate-dependent survival of unfed adult
Ixodes scapularis (Acari: Ixodidae) in nature: life cycle and study design
implications. J Med Entomol. 1996;33:619–27.

22. Schulze TL, Jordan RA, Hung RW. Effects of selected meteorological factors
on diurnal questing of Ixodes scapularis and Amblyomma americanum (Acari:
Ixodidae). J Med Entomol. 2001;38:318–24.

23. Brunner JL, Killilea M, Ostfeld RS. Overwintering survival of nymphal Ixodes
scapularis (Acari: Ixodidae) under natural conditions. J Med Entomol. 2012;
49:981–7.

24. Hayes LE, Scott JA, Stafford KC. Influences of weather on Ixodes scapularis
nymphal densities at long-term study sites in Connecticut. Ticks and Tick
Borne Dis. 2015;6:258–66.

25. Burtis JC, Ostfeld RS, Yavitt JB, Fahey TJ. The relationship between soil
arthropods and the overwinter survival of Ixodes scapularis (Acari: Ixodidae)
under manipulated snow cover. J Med Entomol. 2016;53:225–9.

26. Needham GR, Teel PD. Off-host physiological ecology of ixodid ticks. Annu
Rev Entomol. 1991;36:659–81.

27. Stafford KC. Survival of immature Ixodes scapularis at different relative
humidities. J Med Entomol. 1994;31:310–4.

28. Rodgers SE, Zolnik CP, Mather TN. Duration of exposure to suboptimal
atmospheric moisture affects nymphal blacklegged tick survival. J Med
Entomol. 2007;44:372–5.

29. Randolph SE. Ecology of non-nidicolous ticks. In: Sonenshine DE, Roe MR,
editors. Biology of ticks, vol. 2. New York: Oxford University Press; 2014. p. 3–38.

30. Lefcort H, Durden LA. The effect of infection with Lyme disease spirochetes
(Borrelia burgdorferi) on the phototaxis, activity, and questing height of the
tick vector Ixodes scapularis. Parasitology. 1996;113:97–103.

31. Prusinski MA, Chen H, Drobnack JM, Kogut SJ, Means RG, Howard JJ, et al.
Habitat structure associated with Borrelia burgdorferi prevalence in small
mammals in New York State. Environ Entomol. 2006;35:308–19.

32. Randolph SE, Storey K. Impact of microclimate on immature tick-rodent
host interactions (Acari: Ixodidae): implications for parasite transmission. J
Med Entomol. 1999;36:741–8.

33. MacLeod J. Ixodes ricinus in relation to its physical environment.
Parasitology. 1935;27:123–44.

34. Perret JL, Guigoz E, Rais O, Gern L. Influence of saturation deficit and
temperature on Ixodes ricinus tick questing activity in a Lyme borreliosis-
endemic area (Switzerland). Parasitol Res. 2000;86:554–7.

35. Vail SG, Smith G. Air temperature and relative humidity effects on
behavioral activity of blacklegged tick (Acari: Ixodidae) nymphs in New
Jersey. J Med Entomol. 1998;35:1025–8.

36. Berger KA, Ginsberg HS, Dugas KD, Hamel LH, Mather TN. Adverse moisture
events predict seasonal abundance of Lyme disease vector ticks (Ixodes
scapularis). Parasit Vectors. 2014;7:1.

37. Ostfeld RS, Canham CD, Oggenfuss K, Winchcombe RJ, Keesing F. Climate,
deer, rodents, and acorns as determinants of variation in Lyme-disease risk.
PLoS Biol. 2006;4:e145.

38. Pepin KM, Eisen RJ, Mead PS, Piesman J, Fish D, Hoen AG, et al. Geographic
variation in the relationship between human Lyme disease incidence and
density of infected host-seeking Ixodes scapularis nymphs in the eastern
United States. Am J Trop Med Hyg. 2012;86:1062–71.

39. Estrada-Peña A, Estrada-Sánchez D. Deconstructing Ixodes ricinus: a partial
matrix model allowing mapping of tick development, mortality and activity
rates. Med Vet Entomol. 2014;28:35–49.

40. Ciesielski CA, Markowitz LE, Horsley R, Hightower AW, Russell H, Broome CV.
The geographic distribution of Lyme disease in the United States. Ann NY
Acad Sci. 1988;539:283–8.

41. Ciesielski CA, Markowitz LE, Horsley R, Hightower AW, Russell H, Broome CV.
Lyme disease surveillance in the United States, 1983–1986. Rev Infect Dis.
1989;11:S1435–41.

42. Vail SG, Smith G. Vertical movement and posture of blacklegged tick (Acari:
Ixodidae) nymphs as a function of temperature and relative humidity in
laboratory experiments. J Med Entomol. 2002;39:842–6.

43. Lyme Disease Statistics. United States Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention Division of Vector-Borne Diseases. Atlanta, GA. http://www.cdc.
gov/lyme/stats/. Accessed 23 Jan 2016.

44. Nelson CA, Saha S, Kugeler KJ, Delorey MJ, Shankar MB, Hinckley AF, Mead
PS. Incidence of clinician-diagnosed Lyme disease, United States, 2005–
2010. Emerg Infect Dis. 2015;21:1625.

45. Census Database. United States Census Bureau. New York, NY. http://www.
census.gov/data.html. Accessed 23 Jan 2016.

46. Levi T, Keesing F, Oggenfuss K, Ostfeld RS. Accelerated phenology of
blacklegged ticks under climate warming. Phil Trans R Soc B. 2015;370:
20130556.

47. Wide-ranging Online Data for Epidemiological Research. United States
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Atlanta, GA. http://wonder.cdc.
gov/. Accessed 23 Jan 2016.

48. Zuur A, Leno EN, Walker N, Saveliev AA, Smith GM. Mixed effects models
and extensions in ecology with R. Springer Science; 2009. http://link.
springer.com/book/10.1007%2F978-0-387-87458-6.

49. Bacon RM, Kugeler KJ, Mead PS. Surveillance for Lyme disease - United
States, 1992–2006. MMWR. 2008;57:1–9.

50. Schulze TL, Jordan RA, Hung RW. Biases associated with several sampling
methods used to estimate abundance of Ixodes scapularis and Amblyomma
americanum (Acari: Ixodidae). J Med Entomol. 1997;34(6):615–23.

51. Jones CG, Ostfeld RS, Richard MP, Schauber EM, Wolff JO. Chain reactions
linking acorns to gypsy moth outbreaks and Lyme disease risk. Science.
1998;279:1023–6.

52. LoGiudice K, Ostfeld RS, Schmidt KA, Keesing F. The ecology of infectious
disease: effects of host diversity and community composition on Lyme
disease risk. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA. 2003;100:567–71.

53. Estrada-Peña A, Jongejan F. Ticks feeding on humans: a review of records
on human-biting Ixodoidea with special reference to pathogen
transmission. Exp Appl Acarol. 1999;23:685–715.

54. Lane RS, Steinlein DB, Mun J. Human behaviors elevating exposure to Ixodes
pacificus (Acari: Ixodidae) nymphs and their associated bacterial zoonotic
agents in a hardwood forest. J Med Entomol. 2004;41:239–48.

55. Maupin GO, Fish D, Zultowsky J, Campos EG, Piesman J. Landscape ecology
of Lyme disease in a residential area of Westchester County, New York. Am
J Epidemiol. 1991;133:1105–13.

56. Dister SW, Fish D, Bros SM, Frank DH, Wood BL. Landscape characterization
of peridomestic risk for Lyme disease using satellite imagery. Am J Trop
Med. 1997;57:687–92.

57. Allan BF, Keesing F, Ostfeld RS. Effect of forest fragmentation on Lyme
disease risk. Conserv Biol. 2003;17:267–72.

58. Connally NP, Ginsberg HS, Mather TN. Assessing peridomestic
entomological factors as predictors for Lyme disease. J Vector Ecol.
2006;31:364–70.

59. Li C, Lin SH. Influence of weather conditions on hiking behavior. Int J
Biometeorol. 2012;56:777–81.

60. Levin ML, Fish D. Density-dependent factors regulating feeding success of
Ixodes scapularis larvae (Acari: Ixodidae). J Parasitol. 1998;84:36–43.

61. Stafford KC, Cartter ML, Magnarelli LA, Ertel SH, Mshar PA. Temporal
correlations between tick abundance and prevalence of ticks infected with
Borrelia burgdorferi and increasing incidence of Lyme disease. J Clin
Microbiol. 1998;36:1240–4.

62. Hazler KR, Ostfeld RS. Larval density and feeding success of Ixodes scapularis
on two species of Peromyscus. J Parasitol. 1995;81:870–5.

Burtis et al. Parasites & Vectors  (2016) 9:606 Page 10 of 10

http://www.cdc.gov/lyme/stats/
http://www.cdc.gov/lyme/stats/
http://www.census.gov/data.html
http://www.census.gov/data.html
http://wonder.cdc.gov/
http://wonder.cdc.gov/
http://link.springer.com/book/10.1007%2F978-0-387-87458-6
http://link.springer.com/book/10.1007%2F978-0-387-87458-6

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Lyme disease data
	Body burden on small mammals
	Density of questing nymphs
	Temperature and precipitation data
	Data analyses

	Results
	Incidence of Lyme disease

	Discussion
	Lyme disease incidence and region
	The effect of N-HDD on Lyme disease incidence and DON
	The effect of L-HDD on Lyme disease incidence and DON
	DON and small mammal body burdens

	Conclusions
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgments
	Funding
	Availability of data and material
	Authors’ contributions
	Competing interests
	Consent for publication
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Author details
	References

