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Roadmap
• The Challenge: communication & ticks

• The MV Tick Program & the power of a public 

health biologist

• Being evidence-informed, community-driven

• Partnerships & sustainability



Conventional Communication



Conventional Communication





Ticks 
(and their 
diseases) 
are 
complicated





Patience. Presence. Persistence. 



Welcome to 
Martha’s Vineyard



A Bit About Our Home – What you see



A Bit About Our Home – What we see
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Martha’s 
Vineyards 

Tick 
Problem



Ticks collected by 

Patrick Roden-Reynolds

A New Tick in Town
A Chilmark Backyard

May 2024



Alpha Gal Syndrome
An extremely abbreviated overview

Lone Star ticks can cause…



Present in 

tissues & cells of 

ALL non-primate 

mammals & 

some other 
organisms too

Alpha Gal Syndrome

Galactose alpha-1, 

3-galactose

(A carbohydrate)



An allergy caused by Lone Star tick bites

Wide range of symptoms that can affect gastrointestinal, 

skin, cardiovascular, and respiratory systems. 

Delayed symptoms (2-8 hours) after exposure

“Consistently Inconsistent”

Reactions can be mild to life-threatening

Alpha Gal Syndrome



To learn more about AGS, visit

www.AlphaGalInformation.org

http://www.alphagalinformation.org/


Exposure Sources

Food Allergen Regulations:
• Currently NO regulatory requirements for the labeling of foods, medications, or products 

with mammalian content. 

• Term “Vegan” is also not regulated. “Vegan-certified” products are safer but not 

guaranteed.



An Allergy 
Epidemic

Persons positive 
per 100,000 
population 

Article: Binder, 
Commins, et al 
2021

https://www.annallergy.org/article/S1081-1206(20)31274-6/fulltext
https://www.annallergy.org/article/S1081-1206(20)31274-6/fulltext
https://www.annallergy.org/article/S1081-1206(20)31274-6/fulltext


Most Recent Map per Lab Surveillance

2017-

2022
Persons 

positive per 

1,000,000 

population

Article: 

Thompson et 

al, 2023

https://cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/72/wr/mm7230a2.htm#suggestedcitation
https://cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/72/wr/mm7230a2.htm#suggestedcitation


Lone Star Tick Distribution

McClung KL and Little SE, 2023 



• Alpha Gal Syndrome (an allergy)

• Heartland Virus

• Bourbon Virus

• Southern tick-associated rash illness (STARI)

• Colorado tick fever

• Tickborne relapsing fever (Soft tick relapsing fever)

Alpha Gal Syndrome is NOT a Reportable Disease in MA

Several Tickborne Conditions are NOT Reportable in MA State 

Law:



Surveillance: What Data Can We Get with 
the Resources We Have

Lowest

Highest

1. Self-report

2. Aggregate laboratory data

3. Aggregate healthcare provider data

4. Line-level hospital data analysis

5. Syndromic surveillance

6. Healthcare facility MOU or DUA for local 
investigation

7. Make legally reportable & investigate cases

Scale of 

Effort & 

Resources 

Needed 

From LPH



Small island is an advantage (sometimes)

• 1 lab on Martha’s Vineyard

• Seasonal & tourists use it too

• Easy to pull out of Epic

Limitation:

• Maintenance testing of diagnosed patients creates duplicate 

records

• Alpha Gal IgE values don’t tell the whole story

• People can test positive without symptoms (sensitized) but to 

have the allergy you must have symptoms

• “Worried well” seeking testing

Aggregate Lab Surveillance
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Important note about this data: 
Testing for Alpha Gal IgE captures 
sensitization only. A positive test 
PLUS symptoms are required to 
be diagnosed with Alpha Gal 
Syndrome. Once diagnosed, 
patients may be retested every 
10-12 months. This data is testing 
data only and is not deduplicated 
by individual patients. For more 
information, contact Lea Hamner 
at lhamner@oakbluffsma.gov. 

Exponential Growth in Alpha-gal IgE Testing and Positive Results 

at Martha's Vineyard Hospital, 2020-2024

Key Takeaways: 
• Lone Star tick populations have exploded on Martha’s Vineyard. 
• Lone Star tick bites can cause Alpha Gal Syndrome, an allergy to mammalian meat and products.
• Awareness and concern about Alpha Gal Syndrome (AGS)—indicated by tests performed—has increased exponentially year 

over year.
• While testing data does not equate to number of AGS cases (see note above), the exponential trend in positive tests clearly 

indicates an increasing burden of allergic individuals. 

https://www.cdc.gov/alpha-gal-syndrome/signs-symptoms/index.html
mailto:lhamner@oakbluffsma.gov
https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709
https://www.cdc.gov/alpha-gal-syndrome/about/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/alpha-gal-syndrome/data-research/products-containing-alpha-gal/index.html


Small island is an advantage (sometimes)

• 1 allergy clinic

• 1 hospital

• 4 healthcare provider groups

Limitation:

• In national data, generally poor understanding of AGS among 

healthcare providers

• Many patients seek care off-island

• Access to care challenges

• Seasonal and tourists aren’t getting primary care here

Option #3: 
Aggregate Healthcare Surveillance

In 2025, 

1 island allergist had 

400 AGS patients.

150 new patients in the last 

year alone
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How Does Alpha Gal Stack Up?

Deer tick-transmitted

Lone Star tick-transmitted

American Dog tick-transmitted

Not just tick transmitted

“In 2022 & 2023, for every 10,000 Dukes 
County residents, 143 residents tested 
positive with Lyme disease.”

Reference: MAVEN, analyzed by Lea Hamner, June 2024

Dukes County Tickborne Disease Incidence per 10,000 Residents, 2022-2023
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Deer tick-transmitted

Lone Star tick-transmitted

American Dog tick-transmitted

Not just tick transmitted

Reference: MAVEN, analyzed by Lea Hamner, June 2024

Dukes County Tickborne Disease Incidence per 10,000 Residents, 2022-2023

150 new AGS patients at one practice in 2025 

21,000 year-rounders 

= 71.4 AGS patients per 10,000 residents

→ AGS @ at least in the top 

2



The Martha’s 
Vineyard Tick 
Program

Our Approach:
✓ One Health
✓ Interdisciplinary
✓ Evidence-informed
✓ In the community, 

 of the community



Epidemiology

The Martha’s 
Vineyard Tick 
Program



Biology & Entomology

The Martha’s 
Vineyard Tick 
Program



The MV Tick Program
The Martha’s Vineyard Tick-borne Illness Reduction Initiative

2011 -2015

Martha’s 
Vineyard 

Hospital Grant

Tick Biologist (0.5 FTE)

Board of Health 
Committees

Researcher

2016 - 2021

Private & 
Philanthropic 
Fundraising

Tick Biologist (0.5)

2022 - 2025

PHE Grant
CICT Grant

Tick Biologist (1.0)

Epidemiologist (0.25)
Case Investigator (0.75)

Public Health Nurse 
(0.25)

2026 - Future?

PHE Grant

Private & Philanthropic 
Fundraising 

Tick Biologist

Epidemiologist
Case Investigator

Public Health Nurse



Biologist

Patrick Roden-Reynolds

Case Investigator

Betsy VanLandingham

Public Health Nurse

[Vacant]

Epidemiologist

Lea Hamner

Surveillance

Tick speciation, distribution, 

density, & activity
Deer activity

Case investigation Health care provider & lab 

relationship building

Disease trends

Data collection, analysis, 
interpretation

Outreach & 

Education

Tick bite prevention education

Residential yard surveys
Ecological interventions
Attracting experts

Provider engagement, 

outreach & education

Health education

Alpha Gal Syndrome Support 
group
Provider engagement, 

outreach & education

Inform decision-making 

with evidence
Public & provider 
engagement, outreach & 

education

Partnerships

Public Health (local, state, 

regional, federal)
Academia
Public-Private

Public Health (local & state)

Health care & labs

Public Health (local) 

Health care & labs

Public Health (local, state, 

regional, federal)
Academia
Health care & labs

Public-Private

Prevention

Homeowner education

Tick-bite prevention
Permethrin clothing
Landscaper intervention

Patient education during 

interviews

Health screenings

Home visits

Tick-bite prevention

Permethrin clothing
Landscaper intervention

On-Island: Who Does What on Ticks



The Power 
of a Public 
Health 
Biologist



The MV Tick Program
The Martha’s Vineyard Tick-borne Illness Reduction Initiative

In-person outreach and education

Virtual, recorded talks

Reportable disease surveillance

Tick bite prevention messaging

Conventional Work



The MV Tick Program
The Martha’s Vineyard Tick-borne Illness Reduction Initiative

Residential Yard Surveys & tick 

surveillance

Deer management

Alpha Gal Syndrome (AGS) Surveillance

AGS Support Group

Collective Action & Partnerships

Innovative Work



Striving to be 

Evidence-Informed,

Community-Driven



Evidence  
Informed, 

Community 
Driven

Goal 1: Prevent tick bites

Goal 2:
Increase awareness and accurate information among 

public, providers, leaders, schools, etc

Goal 3: Support those currently suffering.

Goal 4:
Investigate & add to the science; surveillance efforts & 

attracting experts to study AGS here.

Goal 5:
Develop a community-endorsed strategic plan to 

reduce tickborne conditions in our community
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Residential 
Yard 
Surveys 
for Ticks

▪ Tick surveillance AND 
outreach

▪ One-to-one conversations 
with residents on reducing 
risk

▪ High cost but very valuable



Lone Star Ticks: 
A tale of relentless expansion

Johnson, Roden-Reynolds, Snow, & Rich, 2024

https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709
https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709
https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709


Lone Star 
Ticks: 
A tale of 
relentless 
expansion

Johnson, Roden-Reynolds, 

Snow, & Rich, 2024

https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709
https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709
https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709
https://www.mdpi.com/2075-4450/15/9/709


Longhorn tick - Haemaphysalis longicornis



Tick bite risk is year-round, but highest in spring to fall



Infectious disease risk is year-round, 
but highest in spring to fall



Allergy (Alpha Gal Syndrome) risk is spring to fall



Dr. Sam Telford on Tuckernuck Island

Lone Star Tick Larvae aka "Tick Bombs"

He’s safe! These pants are permethrin-treated!

MV Tick Program



Lone Star larval bites can be 
miserable, itchy, pustule

Bites can last for weeks

Confused with chiggers

Often on the lower extremities 
but ticks can crawl up

NO diseases (you’re their first 
meal). But can cause Alpha 
Gal Syndrome, an allergy to 
mammal meat





PREVENT THE BITE
1. WEAR permethrin treated clothing, shoes, and gear

• DIY at home

• "Professional" Treatment from Insect Shield

2. DRESS tick-smart

• Cover Exposed Skin

• Tuck in clothing at waist and pant leg

3. REPELL ticks with EPA-registered repellents

4. PREPARE for ticks with a Tick Kit (Lint rollers, tape,  
tweezers, magnifying glass, alcohol wipes)

5. CHANGE clothes upon coming home

6. CHECK for ticks daily

7. IDENTIFY your tick. Send in a photo to TickSpotters

8. TEST your tick if you are concerned at TickReport.com
Photo: G. Bellebuono



PREVENT THE BITE

Our #1 TIP:

WEAR permethrin treated 
clothing, shoes, and gear

Photo: G. Bellebuono

3 Options:

• DIY at home

• Pre-treated

• Send in your clothes for 

long term treatment →



Guess which sock was permethrin treated?

Photo by Dr. Sam Telford



Evidence  
Informed, 

Community 
Driven

Goal 1: Prevent tick bites

Goal 2:
Increase awareness and accurate information among 

public, providers, leaders, schools, etc

Goal 3: Support those currently suffering.

Goal 4:
Investigate & add to the science; surveillance efforts & 

attracting experts to study AGS here.

Goal 5:
Develop a community-endorsed strategic plan to 

reduce tickborne conditions in our community



Being Present in 
the Community

• High cost, high return

• People WANT to talk to public health 
about ticks & this is high value public 
health ambassadorship

• Talks with libraries, school groups, 
clubs, HOA’s

• Outreach at health fairs, Ag fair, 
Grand Rounds, expert panels

• Social media – low cost but far reach



Virtual 
Programming
• Mid-cost, high return
• Opportunities to feature more experts
• Increased access for audience
• Creates a resource library

Check out our 
Video Showcase! 

https://vimeo.com/showcase/11413322


Information → Communication



Feedback from the Community: 

“Because of the MV Tick Program’s education efforts, I knew what was happening when I had my first 
Alpha-Gal reaction. I knew what to do, when to call 911, and didn’t panic. That knowledge kept me 
safe.”

“Without the MV Tick Program the island would be awash in misinformation and rumors.”

“The more education on Alpha-Gal Syndrome, the better. There are still so many who don’t 

even know about it.”

"As a clinician and patient affected by AGS, I wholeheartedly support your team’s effort and 

leadership in responding to this crisis."

“I have dealt with wildlife biologist Patrick Roden-Reynolds for 3 years and can’t say enough GREAT 

things about him. He has tick-surveyed my property for the past 3 years and his reports have guided 

my tick prevention. I hope he will be available for years to come.”



Evidence  
Informed, 

Community 
Driven

Goal 1: Prevent tick bites

Goal 2:
Increase awareness and accurate information among 

public, providers, leaders, schools, etc

Goal 3: Support those currently suffering.

Goal 4:
Investigate & add to the science; surveillance efforts & 

attracting experts to study AGS here.

Goal 5:
Develop a community-endorsed strategic plan to 

reduce tickborne conditions in our community



Information → Communication → Action

Research

Prevention

Education

Health Care

Equity

Tick & Host Control

Community 

Engagement & 

Feedback

Advocacy



Next Ideas:

• Healthcare provider AGS Project ECHO

• Virtual case study submission and review to a 
panel of experts for group learning

• Tick Academy

• Community leader training on tick science, 
prevention and control

• InnovaTICK Competition

• Community hackathon to create new solutions 
to personal protection and tick mitigation

• Occupation-based outreach to landscaping, 
gardening, nursery companies

https://projectecho.unm.edu/model/


In the meantime…

Nothing good ever 
came from a tick bite

Prevent the bite!



Lea Hamner, MPH
Contract Epidemiologist, Cape & Islands
Lea.hamner-contractor@capecod.gov
lhamner@oakbluffsma.gov  

Patrick Roden-Reynolds
Director & Biologist, MV Tick Program
biologist@dukescounty.org 

Questions? Visit our website! 

IslandsPublicHealth.com

mailto:Lea.hamner-contractor@capecod.gov
mailto:Lea.hamner-contractor@capecod.gov
mailto:Lea.hamner-contractor@capecod.gov
mailto:lhamner@oakbluffsma.gov
mailto:biologist@dukescounty.org


Tick Resources

• Tickology Video Series by Larry Dapsis
• MV Tick Program: https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-

illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/ 
• Tick Ecology and Tickborne Diseases on Vimeo

• TickReport.com 
• Tick Encounter from University of Rhode Island
• New England Vector Borne Disease Center for Excellence (NEWVEC)
• National Pesticide Information Center – Permethrin Fact Sheet
• Videos of Lone Star larvae tick bomb:

• https://youtu.be/-3LjA56Mmsc?si=NkPRImZTajM7UCDy
• https://www.instagram.com/reel/CwgCZySpkt9/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L7q1BNphZU8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L7q1BNphZU8
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://islandspublichealth.com/tick-borne-illness/alpha-gal-syndrome/
https://vimeo.com/showcase/11413322
https://vimeo.com/showcase/11413322
https://www.tickreport.com/
https://www.tickreport.com/
https://web.uri.edu/tickencounter/
https://web.uri.edu/tickencounter/
https://www.newvec.org/
http://npic.orst.edu/factsheets/PermGen.html
https://youtu.be/-3LjA56Mmsc?si=NkPRImZTajM7UCDy
https://youtu.be/-3LjA56Mmsc?si=NkPRImZTajM7UCDy
https://youtu.be/-3LjA56Mmsc?si=NkPRImZTajM7UCDy
https://youtu.be/-3LjA56Mmsc?si=NkPRImZTajM7UCDy
https://youtu.be/-3LjA56Mmsc?si=NkPRImZTajM7UCDy
https://youtu.be/-3LjA56Mmsc?si=NkPRImZTajM7UCDy
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