Insect Repellent Safety for Ticks and Mosquitoes

The once annoying problem of mosquitoes and ticks is now a potentially serious health threat due to the emergence of West Nile virus (WNV) and the presence of tick-borne diseases.    

“What works best?”

DEET is an Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)-registered active ingredient in insect repellent labeled to protect against both mosquitoes and ticks.  It is approved for use on children over the age of two months and on pregnant or breastfeeding women.  Repellents containing DEET repel insects that may carry WNV, ehrlichiosis, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, tularemia, and Lyme-like disease.  

Also consider using products that contain the active ingredient permethrin, which is recommended for use on clothing and camping gear.  Permethrin should not be applied to bare skin.

If ticks are not present, think about using a product with picaridin as the active ingredient to repel mosquitoes.  Repellents containing picaridin are as effective as DEET-based repellents against mosquitoes.  In addition, picaridin is nearly odorless.

“Should I be concerned about the safety of these products?”

Products with an EPA-approved label and registration number have been determined safe and effective.  Consumers must read labels to learn whether the EPA has registered the product, what insects the product repels, and how long the product is effective. 

According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, DEET-based repellents:

· Should be applied first to an adult’s hands and then to a child’s exposed skin areas and/or clothing.  Do not apply to eyes and mouth.

· May be used along with a separate sunscreen if applied according to label instructions.  

· Should be chosen based on the length of time you will be outdoors (a higher percentage of the active ingredient for longer time period).

· Should not be used on children’s hands or on cuts and irritated skin.

· Should not be sprayed in an enclosed area or near food.

· Should be washed off with soap and water when returning indoors.

Are there additional safety measures for ticks?

Additional precautions for tick-borne disease prevention include frequent tick checks; wearing light-colored clothing and tucking pants into socks; sticking to the center of trails to avoid tick-infested areas; and the prompt removal of attached ticks with tweezers to prevent disease transmission.  
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