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Abstract:

An outbreak of Type A tularemia began on the island of Martha’s Vineyard in 2000 and continued into 2005.  Of the 32 or more cases that have been recognized, more than two-thirds have presented with pneumonia and an absence of eschars or lymphadenopathy, suggesting exposure by inhalation.  Most of these cases, in turn, have occurred in landscapers, whose activities with lawnmowers and blowers would tend to expose them to aerosols.  The fomites, however, remain unidentified.  Dog ticks are frequently infected (as many as 5% in certain natural foci) and a few typical ulceroglandular cases have been reported.  Deer ticks have not been found to be infected.  Skunks and raccoons are frequently seropositive, but their reservoir competence remains to be described. These animals are possible sources of fomites because they are peridomestic in their habits and may deposit excreta in yards.  No other animal host has been implicated in the enzootic cycle, other than the cottontail rabbit.  Rabbits are not thought to be the main determinant of risk in this outbreak inasmuch as tularemia remains rare on nearby Nantucket Island, which has a great density of these hosts but no dog ticks or medium sized mammals.  Furthermore, infected landscapers generally deny contact with rabbits.  The factors that regulate the perpetuation of the agent of tularemia remain enigmatic, although a small, cryptic natural focus has recently been identified on Martha’s Vineyard and will facilitate the study of its ecology.  An understanding of tularemia perpetuation would serve as the basis for recommending interventions to reduce the risk of Martha’s Vineyard residents acquiring this infection.
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