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By Catherine Gehrau, Katterbach Health Clinic 

VILSECK, Germany – There’s no way around it, tick season is here. As a resident of Bavaria, there are three things you should know: how to prevent tick bites, how to remove a tick and what your options are in terms of vaccinations.  

The first step to prevention is to know your enemy. Small but dangerous, ticks are the carriers of many diseases such as Tick-Borne Encephalitis, better known as FSME in Germany. Ironically, the tick itself is usually not infected with the virus. Instead, it transports the virus to humans and animals such as dogs. The peak periods for ticks are April to November. 

To prevent getting a tick bite, cover your arms, legs and ankles and use insect repellant on exposed skin, socks and outer clothing.  Also, pay attention to your environment. Walking through the woods or areas with heavy undergrowth, camping or working in forested areas are just some of the areas where a tick bite may occur. You should always examine your body and clothing for ticks after spending time in rural or forested areas. Ticks found should be removed as soon as possible (see sidebar). 

If you’re bitten by a tick, it’s possible you could develop Tick-Borne Encephalitis. About two-thirds of the people who contract the virus experience a mild illness that may last up to a week. In the remaining third, the illness may progress to more serious illnesses such as inflammation of the brain or spinal cord. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, there isn’t a specific antiviral treatment for Tick-Borne Encephalitis. However, there is a vaccine that can help prevent contracting the virus in the first place.

The vaccine is offered on the German economy – it is not available at your local Army health clinic – and is called the FSME immunization. However, it only protects against Tick-Borne Encephalitis. It does not protect against any other tick-borne diseases, such as Lyme disease. The immunization is an inactivated virus and basic immunization consists of three injections. The first two injections are given one to three months apart and the third injection is given nine to 12 months later. 

The vaccine is available in Germany for adults and children who have completed their third birthday. In high endemic areas, the vaccine can be given to children as early as one year of age. Vaccine protection starts as early as 14 days after the second injection. This protection can last up to five years for people under the age of 60. For people more than 60 years old, protection lasts about three years. 

It is possible to receive the immunizations on an accelerated schedule. Talk to your health care provider for more information. 

As with most immunizations, there are side effects of the vaccine. This can include: fatigue, upset stomach, fever and tenderness or redness of the injection site. If you have an egg allergy, you should not receive this vaccine. 

Again, FSME immunizations are not available at Army health clinics. If you are interested in receiving the vaccine, you may get a referral from your local health clinic to have the immunization administered on the German economy.

Unfortunately, the ticks aren’t going anywhere. Now that you know more about your options, take time to decide which preventive measures are best for you and your family. When in doubt, contact your local health clinic. 

Information for this article was taken from the CDC and the Robert Koch Institute in Germany.  

Catherine Gehrau is a registered nurse at the Katterbach Health Clinic
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SIDEBAR: How to remove a tick
1. Grasp the tick with tweezers as close to your skin as possible and with steady motion, pull the tick’s body away from your skin.
1. Clean the skin with soap and water.
1. Throw the dead tick away in the household trash.
1. Do not be alarmed if the tick’s mouthparts remain in the skin. Once separated from the body, the mouthpart can no longer transmit disease.
1. Watch for signs of illness such as a fever or rash, which may occur seven to 14 days after the bite. If these develop, see your health care provider. 
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