
Ticks do not directly cause disease 
but if ticks are infected, they can 
transmit pathogens through their 
bites and thus cause disease in 
humans.

Ticks are small ectoparasites 
(external parasites, 0.5–15 mm). 
They depend on a host (birds, 
mammals) to be able to grow and 
reproduce. Ticks also feed on 
humans.

The spread of ticks in Europe
Tick-borne diseases are endemic in Europe

A. Ixodes ricinus requires a humidity of 
at least 80% and is primarily observed 
across Europe in deciduous woodland 
and mixed forest.

A

Lyme borreliosis  is the most 
prevalent tick-borne disease in 
Europe. It can affect the nervous 
system, and about 10% of the 
infected people may develop a 
central nervous system disorder. 
Lyme can be cured with antibiotics. 

A

The tick-borne encephalitis (TBE) 
virus causes brain inflammation in 
about 25% of the infected people.   
A vaccine for TBE is available. TBE 
is a growing concern in Europe be-
cause TBE incidence increased in 
some risk areas.

A

B The Crimean-Congo haemorrhagic 
fever (CCHF) virus is an emerging 
pathogen in Europe. CCHF out-
breaks have a case fatality rate be-
tween 5% and 40%. There is no 
validated therapy and no safe vac-
cine.

B

B. Hyalomma marginatum prefers a 
Mediterranean climate (hot and dry). 
The species is present in southern and 
eastern Europe.

The life cycle of a tick*

Disease transmission can occur in late spring, summer, and even in autumn

Small bites, 
big problems
Tick-borne diseases in Europe

Ticks can adapt 
to sub-zero temperatures. A 
thick snow cover may facili-
tate tick survival over winter 
by preventing repeat freeze.
 

Adult ticks prefer 
larger hosts such as roe 
deer. Hosts can transport 
ticks over vast distances.

Rising temperatures 
can  accelerate the tick's life cycle.Ground-based vegetation 

depends on the degree of moisture 
and is  critical for the tick 
population

The life cycle of a tick* is typically 
completed within two to three 

years but can be shorter if 
climatic conditions are 

optimal and suitable hosts 
are abundant. Ticks go 

through four life 
stages: egg, larva, 

nymph and adult. 
Ticks must take a 
blood meal in 
order to moult to 
the next life 
stage and 
produce eggs.  
During the last 
two stages ticks 
might bite 

humans and 
transmit disease.

Eggs are typically laid 
in spring and hatch as 

larvae  two to four weeks 
later. Larvae feed on mice, 

birds and other small animals 
in the summer and early autumn. 

Nymphs feed on small animals 
such as rodents and birds in spring 
and summer. Adult ticks feed and 
mate on large animals such as roe 
deer. In spring adult female ticks 
lay their eggs, completing the life 
cycle. 
* The example describes the life cycle of 
Ixodes ricinus

ECDC collects and publishes surveillance data on the epidemiological situation of tick-borne diseases in EU (TBE, rickettsiosis, Lyme borreliosis). 
An ongoing ECDC project contributes to producing guidance on Lyme borreliosis diagnostics. ECDC also supports public information campaigns on 
tick-borne diseases in EU/EEA countries by providing a communication toolkit.  ECDC and EFSA jointly collect data on vectors and vector-borne 
diseases and analyse their spread in the EU.   

Humans are 
only incidental 
and dead-end hosts 
in the ticks' life cycle. 
Tick bites can be 
avoided by taking 
protective measures.


