Rocky Mountain Spotted Fever Fact Sheet

What is Rocky Mountain spotted fever (RMSF)?

Rocky Mountain spotted fever or RMSF is the most severe tick-borne rickettsial illness in the United States and is spread by the bite of infected ticks. It is caused by infection with the bacterial organism, Rickettsia rickettsii. The disease gets its name from the Rocky Mountain area where it was first identified.
Are there other causes of “spotted fever”?

There are several other tick-borne species of Rickettsia, broadly grouped under the heading "Spotted Fever group Rickettsia (SFGR)", that cause illness similar to RMSF. This group includes R. parkeri found in the Southern and Eastern U.S., Rickettsia species 364D found in Northern California and Pacific Coast region, and numerous tick-borne SFGR pathogenic to humans found internationally, including but not limited to R. conorii and R. africae. 
Who gets RMSF?

Anyone can get RMSF. Despite its name, the RMSF is seldom seen in the Rocky Mountain region and most cases are reported in the eastern and central states, including: Kansas, North and South Carolina, Virginia, Georgia, Tennessee, Arkansas, Missouri and Oklahoma. 

How is RMSF spread?

People get RMSF from the bite of an infected tick. The tick must attach to the skin and feed on blood for at least 4-6 hours in order to spread the bacteria. There is no evidence of person-to-person transmission; however, there have been cases of people removing an infected tick from other people and in doing so, crushed the ticks and exposed themselves to the disease.
What are the symptoms?

Symptoms include a sudden onset of fever onset of moderate to high fever (which can last 2 - 3 weeks), severe headache, deep muscle pain, nausea and vomiting. Most people develop a rash on their arms and legs. This rash can spread to the palms, soles, and over the rest of the body. RMSF can be fatal if not treated promptly.
How is it diagnosed?

RMSF is diagnosed based on a positive antibody test or by taking a biopsy of the skin where the rash occurs.
How is RMSF treated?

Antibiotics such as tetracycline or doxycycline have been effective in treating this disease. Many people with the disease require hospitalization and serious complications, including death, may occur if the disease is not treated promptly.
How can you prevent RMSF?

Like all tick-borne diseases, preventing tick bites is the key to preventing RMSF.

Prevention strategies include:

· Avoid tick-infested areas, especially during the warmer months.

· Wear light colored clothing so ticks can be easily seen. Wear a long sleeved shirt, hat, long pants, and tuck your pant legs into your socks.

· Walk in the center of trails to avoid overhanging grass and brush.

· Check your body every few hours for ticks when you spend a lot of time outdoors in tick infested areas. Ticks are most often found on the thigh, arms, under arms, legs or where tight fitting clothing has been. Ticks should be removed immediately.

· Use insect repellents containing DEET on your skin or permethrin on clothing.  Be sure to follow the directions on the container and wash off repellents when going indoors. Carefully read the manufacturer’s label on repellents before using on children.
How should a tick be removed?

To remove attached ticks, use the following procedure:

· Do not handle the tick with bare hands because infectious agents may enter through mucous membranes or breaks in the skin. This precaution is particularly directed to individuals who remove ticks from domestic animals with unprotected fingers. Children, the elderly and immunocompromised persons may be at greater risk of infection and should avoid this procedure.

· Use fine-tipped tweezers or shield fingers with a tissue, paper towel, or rubber gloves.

· Grasp the tick as close to the skin surface as possible and pull upward with steady, even pressure. Do not twist or jerk the tick; this may cause the mouthparts to break off and remain in the skin. If this happens, remove mouthparts with tweezers.

· Do not squeeze, crush, or puncture the body of the tick because its fluids may contain infectious organisms.

· After removing the tick, thoroughly disinfect the bite site and wash hands with soap and water.
Where can I get more information?

www.cdc.gov/health/default.htm 
This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any questions about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 
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