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Rocky Mountain spotted fever on the rise in MT

Spring in Montana brings warmer weather, the urge to get outdoors, and the emergence of ticks. Certain ticks in Montana are capable
of transmitting pathogens to humans. The human-biting adult stage of the Rocky Mountain wood tick, Dermacentor andersoni, can
cause tick paralysis in humans, and is the primary vector of several pathogens present in Montana. These include the causative agents
of tularemia, Colorado tick fever (CTF), and Rocky Mountain spotted fever (RMSF). Despite its name, the Rocky Mountain wood
tick has a widespread distribution in Montana and is not limited to the mountainous western portion of the state.

Rocky Mountain spotted fever. Rickettsia ricketsii, the etiologic agent of RMSF causes fever, malaise, deep muscle pain, severe
headache, and chills. A maculopapular rash of the extremities may appear 3—5 days following the onset of symptoms and occurs in
up to 90% of pediatric cases and up to 60% of adult cases. With appropriate antibiotic therapy, mortality rates are around 5%. In the
absence of antibiotic treatment, mortality rates can reach as high as 25%. Therefore, antibiotic treatment should begin as soon as
RMSEF is suspected.

Testing. Serologic assays are the most frequently used methods for confirming rickettsial infections, and the indirect immunofluores-
cence assay (IFA) is generally considered the reference standard. Laboratory confirmation by IFA is achieved through the detection
of a four-fold rise in IgG antibodies between acute— and convalescent—phase sera collected 2—4 weeks apart. Additional confirma-
tory tests include the detection of R. ricketsii DNA in whole blood or tissues, demonstration of spotted fever group antigen in a biopsy
or autopsy specimen, and the isolation of R. rickettsii bacteria from a clinical specimen in cell culture, however; these additional tests
are not widely available.

Disease incidence. Although RMSF incidence rates are generally low in Montana, rates increased dramatically in 2009 when com-
pared to the previous 10 years (Figure). The recent increase in human RMSF cases may be the result of higher tick densities related to
environmental changes, more human activity in tick habitat, increased awareness and reporting, or a combination of all three. What-
ever the cause, precautions can be taken to prevent tick bites and the resultant diseases.

Prevention. Wear light colored clothing when engaging in outdoor activities, cover bare skin with long sleeves and pants, tuck pant
legs into socks, use a tick repellent on clothing, and perform regular tick checks. Acute— and convalescent—phase serum samples
can be sent to the Montana Public Health Laboratory for case confirmation. For more information on RMSF and other tick—borne
diseases visit: http://www.cdc.gov/ticks/index.html
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